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Willing Slave, Unwilling Master

First time writing anything like this, so I apologise in advance if it's rubbish. This story will be a slow burner, with sex happening later.

Enjoy

— — —

Dan

"I know you mean well lad, but this is all nonsense."

I sigh as i'm handed back my leaflet, at least this grey haired old salaryman didn't just throw the thing away. His red haired slave girl gives me a sympathetic sort of smile as he pulls her into the madding crowd on a thin leather leash. She would almost have looked human, had it not been the intricate pattern of spots running down the back of legs.

Ducking away from the fierce wind kicked up by one of the landing interplanetary supply ships I head for cover deeper inside the transport hub. The main hall of the terminal is a vast temple of sterile whiteness, high overhead I'm just able to make out the ceiling wide view screen, today showing the undersides of long lost aircraft. A reminder of what once was, as well as fuel for the recent trend of retro everything. Anti-gravity bridges span the upper levels, but the main body of traffic is on the ground floor where I am. Tucking myself between two advising screens I lay down my foldable glass tablet, using the device to project a realistic poster on the wall behind me.

Forcing myself to smile begins to wear thin around the second hour as I try and tempt passers by into my alcove for a chat. Unfortunately the only people who approach me are those who think I'm handing out coupon codes to one of those zero-grav laser tag games. I'm about to pack up when I notice a disturbance in the steady stream of people flowing into the station.

A little confused at first, I quickly take notice of the women who towers above the humans around her. She stands about eight feet tall, with delicate scales covering her otherwise - mostly - humanoid face, where a human would have a nose she has two slits. Instead of hair are brussels of shimmering feathers in every colour imaginable. I wonder briefly if her look is natural or if she shares my sisters love of cosmetics.

Our eyes meet, despite her reptilian features her eyes are much like ours. Which is a comfort, strange eyes freak me out. To my mingled horror and fascination she starts moving in my direction. I'm about to meet what is unmistakably a Vil, an alien from another world. Of course Vil isn't their actual name, it's just the best human translation.

Rapidly I run though what I actually know about the Vil. They are private, secretive, highly suspicious and until fifty years ago our mortal enemies. It was just our bad luck to discover a wormhole to a species that had roughly the same attitude to foreign relations that we did and our races were soon entrenched in a brutal and bloody war. The conflict raged for so long that no one really knows who actually started hostilities, I like to think it was team effort. It all happened before I was born, but seeing the haunted look in my parents eyes was enough to convey just how bad things got.

Fortunately common ground was found before either race was entirely wiped out. unfortunately that common ground was slavery of the lower Vil, a race that had even worse luck than us and shared - or at least inhabited - the same world as the Vil. Peace was built off of the backs of the enslaved, and the free labour and new markets caused Earth global economy to explode, with Vil-Rah, the Vil's home-world reporting similar economic success.

Despite her size the Vill women emerges gracefully from the crowd without a single ruffled father. She's the first of her kind I've ever seen in real life, most of her kind are too paranoid to ever set foot on Earth, despite the peace. I'm not surprised to see a leashed slave at her side. Though this girl has clearly been breed on Vil-Rah, judging by the scales on her bold downturned head.

Tentatively I hold out one of the leaflets, which the women takes with a nervous smile. Despite our physical differences our species are pretty evenly matched in terms of military might. No one, Vil or human wants to see a return to the dark times so everyone is taught how to politely interact, even if most of us will never get the chance. I don't know if I should be feeling honoured or afraid.

"This paper has kindness human." The women observes in slow, carefully considered english.

I nod, a smile forming on my face. I'm not sure how practiced at our language this women is and I don't want to offend her. "Would you be interested in trying any of the tips?" I ask, gesturing to the 'Improving comfort' section of the leaflet.

She bites her lip, a scaled hand slowly stroking the head of the petite girl beside her. It's interesting the difference between how the human's and the Vil treat their property. Most humans have their slaves trail behind them, then kneel at their feet when stationary. This Vil at least likes to keep her girl close at hand.

"Kindness can cause pain when it is used in error human." She replies at last.

"You don't think they deserve kindness?" I ask, gesturing to the girl beside her.

"You believe to free her would be kind human?"

I tell her at once that I do.

"She would feel fear, confusion, loneliness and sadness. You see through human eyes, I see through my eyes, she sees through hers. You are understanding human?"

I knew the Lower Vil were naturally submissive, but I wasn't convinced being owned was enjoyable for all of them.

"But they have been bred and trained to feel that way," I argue, noticing a pair of enforcers drawing closer, ready to step in should the fragile peace be threatened. "Raise a Lower Vil like a human child and they won't feel like that."

Another smile touches her scaled face, displaying a pair of vampire like fangs. "A Earth dog barks, this is it's nature yes. A Lower Vil seeks an owner, is it's nature human." She pauses, gently rubbing her fingertips behind the slave's ears. "You are owning?" She asks, nodding down at the girl.

"No." I reply.

"You would be a kind master I think. But you must do the true seeing, you must do the true hearing. Then you will do the true kindness. You understand human?"

"Not exactly." I reply nervously.

She beams at me, as if she's just told a joke she's very proud of. "The talking was enjoyable human, I will be keeping the paper yes?"

"Yes please do," I say the smile returning to my face. "Thank you for taking the time to talk with me."

She nods, and in one smooth motion ducks down and picks up the slave girl who wraps her arms around her Mistress. Before the pair of them wander towards the inner city grav-trains. I watch them disappear, not an entirely unsuccessful encounter. The Vil women may have been tall, and downright terrifying in some regards, but I think in our own ways we both value kindness.

I have to scoff at some of what she said though as I head towards the out of city trains.

As if I would ever own a slave.

— — —

The grav-train slides into the station, coming to a halt before moving gently to the left and against the platform proper. I have no idea how complex train lines must have been to operate before trains could overtake each other.

My little finger flashes as I slide my hand over the payment scanner, a conformation that the charge has been registered. Again I can't help but wonder how tiresome it must have been to use physical money. I'll have to try and find out when exactly old style concurrency was phased out, I'm not sure exactly what job I want after I finish my mandatory schooling at twenty-one, but it will have something to do with history.

I walk home, enjoying the fresh air.

My father's large four wheeled car sits shining in the driveway. There's been a huge resurgence of these refined oil powered machines, based on the designs of two hundred years ago. I really don't see what the appeal is, but then me and my father rarely see eye to eye. It's unusual to see him home so early though. It either means he had a productive day or a really bad one.

Not particularly keen to find out which and suffer another lecture on my after school activities I sneak around the side of the house. My feet crunching on the gravel path, another retro feature, but this time one of my mothers.

The door unlocks automatically as I place my palm on the handle, pushing inside with as much stealth as I can mange.

"Good afternoon master Dan."

I groan, looking up to find Emily standing in the middle of the sparkling kitchen her arms held obediently behind her back. She's wearing her blonde hair in a pony tail today, the better to show off the small scales and spines that run from under her ears and down her spine, despite how sharp her spines look I know from experience that they are very soft and yield when touched.

"Hey Emily." I say, trying not push my frustration on to her. "You're looking lovely today." I'm not sure if my father - to whom Emily belongs - gives her compliments, but I know by the way her face lights up she enjoys receiving them.

"Thank you sir!" Her cheeks glow rose and I can hear the tiniest of contented clicks from deep in her throat. Thinking back to the women I met today I wonder if true Vil make that noise when they are happy.

"Your mother and father wish to see you in the sturdy sir." She says, her smile faltering.

That sounds decidedly ominous, normally they save their complaints for meal times, I don't recall having a formal lecture since the time I stole Emily's collar and in my enthusiastic twelve year old way tried to free her.

"I don't suppose you know why?" I ask, forewarned being forearmed after all.

"No sir," she replies, looking down at her feet. A sure sign she's lying.

I touch her arm lightly, "Well it was nice knowingly you." I jest, though her blue eyes look positively panic-stricken as I walk away.

I rack my brain trying to work out exactly what I might have done to deserve such a summons as I make my way slowly through the halls of our extensive home, the longest of which incorporate full wall and ceiling screens, today showing misty forest complete with scented pine air pumped through the air conditioning system. Finally I reach a large oak door and knock. Emily, quiet as a ghost, hovers a little way behind me.

"Come in." My father's voice is muffled by the wood.

The first thing I notice as I walk into the study is my mother's hands twisting in her lap, something she only does when she's very on edge. Then I take in my father, he's still wearing his suit and sitting behind his desk. And on the floor in front of everyone a slim red haired girl kneels, her fragile naked body trembling.

"No." I say at once.

"Dan." My father warns, a rumble in his voice. "You can't keep up this silly project forever, the world has moved on! You need to as well. Plus." He says a huge grin appearing on his chubby face. "She was really cheap."

"You can't do this to me."

"We're not doing anything to you." My mother coos, "She's a gift."

"A person is not a gift." I protest.

"This one is." My father replies, "If you don't want her I will send her back to the compound, but this will be the last gift you ever get from us."

I'm incensed. How can they - knowing how I feel about slavery - Buy me this slip of a girl, then act like I'm being a brat when I refuse her. Regardless of the consequences I can't own a slave, I just can't. What would my friends say? It goes against everything I fought for for years.

I'm about to nod, agreeing that returning her really would be the best thing when her head shoots up and her green eyes meet mine. I have never seen a person look so scared, she shakes her head feebly, before seeming to remember herself and returning her eyes to the carpet. Braced as if preparing to be hit.

"Fine." I mumble, "I'll take her." My father just smirks. "But you two." I say pointing at my parents, "Are going to sit and listen to exactly why I'm so against slavery."

"Fine," The smirk vanishes from my father's face, "Girl!"

Almost immediately Emily appears, her eyes respectfully downcast and her arms held behind her back.

"Take this," he gestures to my new slave girl, "Thing to my son's room."

"Yes master!"

The girl on the carpet seems a little dazed and it takes more than one attempt for Emily to pull her gently to her feet, before leading her out of the room.

"Right," I say, grabbing a chair and pulling some leaflets from my bag. It's unlikely that either of them will listen, not like that Vil women did. But the fact that they have too is good enough retribution for now.

— — —

Rose

Master doesn't want me. The memory of his rejection rattles through my head again and again as I follow the scaled slave through the hallways. I've never seen a girl like her. Then again, I've only ever seen eleven other Lower Vil girls in my entire life.

Oh why did my body have to betray me! Why did I have to be so afraid, meeting my Master should have been a happy moment, it's all I've ever wanted. Yet all I did was shake and look disgusting. No wonder he doesn't want me.

I'm distracted from my misery by the intricate patterns on the walls as we climb the stairs, these shapes unlike the forest scenes downstairs remain completely stationary, at least so far as I can tell. I'm so caught up in the wonder of it all that I stop in front of a spiralling mass of colours contained within a wooden frame. I've never seen anything like it, it's beautiful in a way I didn't know something painted on paper could be. Slowly, I reach out my hand, intending to trace the spirals with my finger.

Another warmer hand falls on top of mine. "You must not touch Mistress Abigail's art work." Emily says sternly, "Come on, we have a little bit further to go. You don't want your Master to think you're disobedient do you?"

I shake my head. I will prove to Master i'm a good obedient girl, and he will be happy to have me. I begin to slowly walk again, keeping my eyes fixed to the soft carpet to prevent myself from becoming distracted.

"It's overwhelming at first," Emily comments, "My Master had to punish me often before I settled down, but master Dan is kind. He will let you experience what you wish to experience."

Because he doesn't care about me? Doesn't want me near him? I can't work out the implication of her words.

Entering my Master's room sends a shiver up my spine. It's so warm, there is none of the cold angles that make up much of the rest of the house, everything is beautifully organic. Wooden bookshelves dominate every wall, their contents a disorganised mass of colour. The natural wood extends to the floor, where is bathed in dappled sunlight from a pair of overhead skylights, behind which I can see the branches of a gently swaying tree. Emily takes my elbow gently to get me moving again.

"Kneel." She commands sweetly, pointing to a soft rug in the middle of an otherwise very hard floor.

"Thank you." I say softly, I realise with a start not speaking for three days has left my voice dry and cracked.

"You're welcome," She smiles, "I'm sure Master Dan will allow us to be friends!" With one last ernest grin she walks out of the door, leaving me alone in a patch of sunlight.

I manage to keep my eyes obediently fixed to the floor for nearly ten minutes, before curiosity gets the better of me. As it often does. I just can't help myself, there are so many things in this room i've only experienced as pictures. But photographs could never do justice to how inviting Master's bed looks, or how cozy his little sofa and view screen area looks. I wonder if he will allow me to kneel beside him while he watches a show or a movie!

Continuing my visual inspection of the room my gaze falls upon the nearest and most cluttered book shelf. Does he have any books on the approved list? Will he let me read if i'm really well behaved? I peer curiously at the bottom shelf, then frown as I see titles like: 'The evils of slavery' and: 'The slave trade, a hollow victory?'. These books are definitely not on the approved list. I look away, does Master believe slaves are evil?

Well, I will show him i'm not! I'll prove that i'm a valuable possession! I settle down to wait, it shouldn't be this difficult. The urge to fidget was taken from me when I was young, I've been trained to stay still for long, long periods of time. Just like all Lower Vil, but no one ever explained how hard it is to stay still when you're buzzing with anticipation.

— — —

Dan

Oh hell Emily, you could have least made her comfortable. The girl is kneeling on the floor, a thin rug the only thing to separate her naked knees from the hard wooden floor. I should have come up here sooner, It's taken me a long time to build up the courage to face fact that I'm now a slave owner.

She doesn't look up as I draw closer, shaggy red hair hiding her face. Feeling disturbingly like a car trader inspecting my newest model I let my gaze fall over her naked flesh. I bite my bottom lip, until I realise what i'm actually seeing. She's thin, too thin. Her ribs outlined clearly along her side. What at first glance I took to be an underdeveloped teenager is in reality a woman grown, but withered like dry fruit.

I move slowly around to her back, trying not to startle her. Though, for all intents and purposes she is a living statue. Her markings are truly amazing, a pattern like nothing I have ever seen before. An organic maze of lines that never cross, imprinted in her skin in shades of brown and light red. Like nearly all Lower Vil they start just below her ears down to the base of her spine, before wrapping around her hips to nestle between her legs. Wincing I notice her arse is criss crossed with cane marks, some recent, others older.

"What the hell have they done to you?" I ask the room at large, my voice cracking.

"Master?" She replies tentatively.

"You were caned?" I say, cursing myself as I stupidly gesture to her behind, as if it were something she's likely to have forgotten.

"Yes Master, I." She pauses before blowing on. "I was disobedient. I promise I will behave better for you Master, I promise."

"You don't have to call me Master," I tell her.

"Please! I won't misbehave again! I won't! I won't Master! I promise." She begs, her fingernails digging into the flesh of her wrist held behind her back.

"Hey, stop that." I say, kneeling down to pull her hands apart. "You must not hurt yourself, okay?"

She holds her arms awkwardly at her sides, "Yes Master, i'm sorry." She sounds terrified.

"Please don't be afraid." I say.

She takes a few deep breaths to steady herself, before nodding slowly. I'm a little disturbed, what I meant as reassurance was taken by her as a command to no longer appear afraid. I get a sudden inkling as to what the Vil women at the transport hub was talking about, I'll need to learn to look past the convincing act if I ever want to know what this girl is feeling.

"Do you have a name?" I ask, pulling her up by the elbow in the same way I watched Emily do, bringing her shakily to her feet. This close up I can just make out the characteristic bunt smell of road dust kicked up by an Anti-grav transport and her sweat, which someone has attempted to disguise with cheap perfume.

"I was called Rose Master."

"Oh, and I was half expecting a number." I say, slowly pulling my hand away, poised to catch her should she keel over.

"All of the girls I grew up with were named after plants Master." She replies matter of factly.

"Huh." I say, not sure what to make of that piece of information. Fairly confident she's not going to collapse on me I head over to my wardrobe. "Do you like that name?"

"Master?"

"Do you like the name Rose? Or would you rather chose a new name?" I ask, finding a long black t-shirt that's going to be like a night dress on her short slender frame. Turning back to her I'm relieved to see she's still standing, even if she is still refusing to look at me.



"May I keep my name master?" She says in barely a whisper, her whole body tensing. It takes me a moment to understand that she's expecting to be hit. A feeling of almost pathological hatred towards the people who 'cared' for her floods through my veins. No one, Human or Vil should react like that when answering a question.

"Of course you may Rose." I take a moment to reign in my anger before continuing. "Will you please look at me?"

At once she lifts her face to mine, I didn't get a chance to see it before but she truly is beautiful. Delicate but perfectly defined, her eyes a startling shade of green. This girl is a masterwork of breeding, a piece of highly detailed art from the hand of a artisan. Direct genetic engineering on the Lower Vil is illegal, but someone with the right eye for it can select almost exactly which traits a newborn will have.

I realise with a start that I can't think of a single free girl who compares to this slave's beauty. And she's mine, to do with as I wish, should I want to fuck her I need only ask. Taking a step back I rapidly rid myself of such thoughts, instead focusing on the one niggling worry that has been on my mind since I first saw her face: Why was this masterpiece of a girl sold cheap?

"Right," I say clearing my throat. "Go and have a shower and do whatever else you need to do. You can use one of my towels for now, I will go and get you something to eat. Any preference?"

She shakes her head a little dazedly, but doesn't move. I notice her eyes start to dart around in panic. "Through there." I point out the door to the bathroom, "And put this on when you're finished." I say, handing her the t-shirt.

"Yes master!" She yelps, before scampering away.

— — —

Rose

I shiver uncontrollably as I step out of the shower, wrapping the soft blue towel around myself in an effort to stop my teeth chattering. Despite the chill I feel significantly less disgusting and besides, being cold is better than being whipped for using Masters hot water.

Standing in front of the mirror I drop the towel, eyeing myself critically. He reacted negatively to my cane marks, but if that was because he disliked the damage to my skin or if it's because he thinks he can do better I don't know. I think my natural markings pleased him though. I wonder if he will play the maze game on my skin? I fight down a shiver of excitement that has nothing to do with the cold.

I push back my hair, making sure to leave the markings under my ears clearly visible. I've not seen my reflection for over a year, and I'm pleased to see I'm for the most part unchanged. Just a little thiner. I'm still Rose, I'm so happy I get to keep my name, it's a connection to my sisters that I will likely never see again. I wonder if the girls got to keep their names? I wonder if they think about me as well?

Shaking my head I grab Masters towel, I shouldn't be thinking about the other girls. I've already had a canning for fussing before leaving them. I need to focus on making the man who's shirt I slip over my head happy now. He's my entire life now.

Emily is waiting for me with a hair dryer in her hand. "My goodness you look so cute in that shirt!" She announces shrilly.

I pause in the doorway, unsure how to respond.

"Don't worry, we are allowed to speak freely in Master Dan's room." She smiles, grabbing my elbow and settling me down on the rug in the centre of the room once again, before starting to dry my hair with such enthusiasm I'm afraid I might lose my head.

"I like your dress." I say tentatively, hoping a compliment might slow her down.

"Thank you!" She replies, waving her fingers through my hair. "Ohhh you smell just like Master Dan."

I frown, there wasn't any other shampoo, I honestly didn't know what else to do. Master didn't specify anything, just to have a shower. "Will I be punished?" I ask, biting my bottom lip.

Emily who is now standing in front of me grimaces, "I don't think Master Dan will physically punish you."

"What, not at all?" I ask alarmed.

"I know, I will try and talk to him." She frowns, "You know how to punish yourself if things start to slip right?"

I nod. But I don't feel confident at all about the prospect of setting my own boundaries. I hope Emily can explain why Lower Vil like us need such strict control, we just can't cope without someone in constant command of us.

"Don't worry." She says, switching off the silent hair dryer. "It's hard for him to understand, but he wants to be a good master, I know it. We just both have to help him, okay?"

I nod.

"Ah, much better." Master announces as he steps through the open door, a plate of colourful food in each hand. I nearly fall face first into the bookshelf in my desperation to achieve the correct kneeling position.

"Careful" Master says quickly, placing a hand on my shoulder to steady me. I look up at him, my cheeks burning. He smiles softly, placing a plate of bright food in front of me. "Eat, relax." He says. I quickly glance at Emily, who smiles and nods.

Slowly, expecting to feel a lash of pain I reach for an orange segment of fruit. I've only seen something like this in pictures, it's fascinating. The texture is strange and squishy, but the taste! It's unlike anything i've ever been given. I close my eyes in ecstasy, letting the sensation wash around my mouth.

I listen to Emily and Master Dan discuss my hair, and all that can be done with it, while I eat. Their conversation holds little interest for me, unlike my sisters I don't much care what's done with my appearance, so long as it doesn't hunt to badly and it pleases my master.

Out of the corner of my eye I catch him feed her a piece of red fruit, causing them both to laugh. Something pinches in my gut and I quickly look away. Suddenly jealous I return to my food, which doesn't seem to taste as nice as it did only a few moments ago. He will feed me like that if I'm obedient I tell myself, deciding to redouble my attempts to impress him.

I finish everything on my plate, rubbing my now full belly happily before taking up the correct kneeling position. I've not eaten since I left the compound. The man transporting me only allowed me short stops to relieve myself before sealing me back into the dark confines at the back of his Anti-grav car. Despite the darkness and rhythmic swaying I found sleep impossible, there was just too much to be excited and anxious about. Not to mention my worry for my lost sisters.

"Rose?" Master says from behind me, I immediately stiffen, dropping my eyes to the now empty plate. "Have you had enough to eat?"

"Yes master, thank you." I accidentally let out a long yawn, clapping my hands to my mouth before returning them shamefully to behind my back.

Emily giggles, picking up my plate. "She will be tired from her journey sir, you should let her rest."

I shake my head quickly, "No master, I can still perform my duties, I'm sorry."

Master ignores me, thanking Emily before showing her from the room. "Right you," he smirks. "Bed and no arguments."

I hasten to comply, I guessed this was coming. But now i'm terrified, what if he's really rough with me? What if it only hurts? We've been trained to please our masters, and it's supposed to feel nice for us. I know being touched can feel nice through explorations with my own fingers while my sisters slept. But what if it's different with another person?

I stop myself before my worries can show on my face, regardless of how things go I will be a good girl for my Master. I won't disappoint him. As long as he's happy with me he won't send me back to the compound and I won't go back to that place. I've seen the sun, and a world full of colours and no one, not even my new master is taking that away from me. Even if the only other route is death.

"Barnaby might climb in with you for a cuddle, just kick him out if he's a pain." My owner says tucking the covers around me.

"Yes Master." I have absolutely no idea what he's talking about, will someone else be using me tonight? The room grows dark as he touches a control beside the bed, the windows blackening. I can just make out Masters shape in the darkness, it looks like he's moving away from me.

"Goodnight Rose," He says softly, before I hear the door close.

"Goodnight Master," I whisper, still slightly stunned. Before rolling over and letting the world melt away.


Willing Slave, Unwilling Master Ch. 02

Hey all, thanks for the simply staggering level of support for the last chapter. I've found a proofreader since I last posted who I'm looking forward to working with through to the completion of this story.

Enjoy.

———

Rose.

I wake in a daze, the room still dark. It must not be time to get up. Groggily I reach out, searching for one of my sisters to cuddle with. But the bed is empty, in fact it's not even my bed. My eyes snap open, heart racing as I remember I am in my Master's room. Carefully I run my fingers over the dimly illuminated panel, randomly pressing buttons that I hope will turn on a light.

Suddenly I'm blinded by the bright morning sunlight that streams through the now crystal clear skylights and window. At the same time I hear a booming voice shatter the silence.

"This is western hub public radio saying a good morning to all our loyal listeners-"

Eyes stinging from the brightness I try desperately to focus on the panel. Thankfully the controls don't appear to be that much different from one of the education tablets I'm used to using and I'm quickly able to silence the voice. Collapsing back into the pillows I breathe hard, struggling to get my blood to stop thundering in my ears. Thank the eternal stars that Master was not here to witness this catastrophe, or my rump would be red raw for sure.

With my pulse back under control and able to see a little more clearly I sit up, eyeing the control panel which shows the time and date. I suddenly feel sick, it's past nine am! Master is going to kill me! I'm about to leap out of bed, fully intending to find my owner and start begging at his feet for forgiveness when something soft brushes against my arm.

I look down into a pair of amber eyes. The creature blinks at me, before displaying a terrifying collection of teeth as it yawns. Acting on instinct more than sense I dive back under the covers, screaming in panic at what the small fluffy abomination plans to do with me.

A few short moments after my lungs are empty I hear heavy footsteps outside the room.

"Rose!" The covers are torn away, I catch a glimpse of my Master before panic takes over and I tuck my head under my arm, not wanting to see the disappointment on his face.

"What's wrong with her?" A female voice, that doesn't belong to Emily, asks.

"I have no idea! Rose! Rose what's wrong?"

I don't trust myself to speak, instead I gesture to the end of the bed. Almost at once the covers are lifted and my bare legs are exposed to the cool air. "There's nothing there Rose. Are you in pain?" there's concern in his voice.

"She will be if she doesn't give us a sensible answer in a minute." The other girl in the room says impatiently.

"Be quite Jez," Master snaps, placing a warm hand my upper arm. "Rose, no one is going to hurt you, I promise. Will you please tell us why you're so upset?"

The sensation of his touch reminds me of my sisters, they would be disappointed to see me acting this way. Slowly I sit up, eyes fixed ashamedly on my knees.

"There was an animal, Master, it frightened me. I apologise for my foolish outburst."

"You screamed the house down because you saw a cat?" The girl says fiercely.

My cheeks burn as I nod, yes, that's exactly what I did. I'm such a fool.

Looking up at the girl in the doorway I'm startled by the anger etched in her otherwise attractive face. She must be my Master's sister, the resemblance is just too uncanny. She doesn't dress like her brother though, her outfit seems be made from an old form fitting space suit, but cut in such way to make it utterly useless in any kind of vacuum. In fact I'm not sure such a garment is entirely actable outside of a pleasure house.

Catching me looking she snarls, "Eyes down slave."

I comply immediately, shuffling a little closer to my Master, who sits downside me on the bed. Gently tucking a strand of my unkempt morning hair behind my ear, he uses his thumb to guide my face away from him. "Jezebel, look how beautiful her markings are."

My heart flutters, all concern for the morning's events and the angry sister momentarily evaporating. Master likes my markings! He thinks they are beautiful!

The girl's grumpy expression vanishes as she studies me, I make sure to hold perfectly still. After a long few seconds of silent inspection she smiles. "She's cute little brother, I'll give you that."

"That she is." He smiles at me proudly, "Rose, this is my sister Jezebel."

"Good morning Mistress." I say quickly, not wanting to anger her again.

Mistress Jezebel grunts a good morning before unfolding her tablet and sitting on the end of the bed to tap away. I feel the back of Masters fingers softly brush my cheek, I turn to look at his warm and happy face.

"I suppose I should have told you what a cat was last night." He says, looking half amused, half guilty.

"I've seen pictures of cats Master." I reply, "But never a real one. I always thought that animals like that lived on farms or in zoos."

"Well it sometimes feels like we are living in a zoo." he smirks, "On the upside that's the fastest I've seen Barnaby move for years. Don't worry Rose, you'll get used to him."

I nod, though I'm not so sure about that. Those teeth are going to give me nightmares for weeks.

With a last pat of my arm Master stands up, straightening his tie. I would never voice it aloud but in my opinion my owner is dressed much more respectfully than his sister. I'm proud it's him I belong to.

"Jez, I need a favour."

"No."

"You're going shopping anyway!" Master protests, "Just take Rose with you and help her pick out some clothes."

My stomach lurches, he's going to send me out with her? How will I know which clothes to choose?

Master picks up on my brewing panic and places a hand gently on my arm. "Hush Rose, I have to go to school today and I can't have you half naked now, can I?"

I've been fully naked for most of my life, other than when the compound became truly freezing. And for the last year not even then. I don't think I fully understand the appeal of clothes, but if Master desires to see me dressed then I will wear whatever he gives me proudly.

"And who's paying for this? You have any idea how much a GPS tracked collar is?" Jezebel moans.

"I'll pay, but no collar. She's not having one." Master says with a cold finality.

I look down quickly. Of course with an outburst like this morning Master isn't going to want to place his collar on me. I'm a disappointment to him. I want to throw myself at his feet and beg for another chance to prove myself, to earn my collar today rather than live with uncertainty for stars know how long.

"Fine." Jezebel smirks, "I would have thought you would want to take your new toy to school, show her off to that little cult of yours."

"I will take her, eventually. She can offer valuable insight." Master's nods at me approvingly before his happy look falters, "I'm just not sure how to explain to an anti-slave society that I now own a slave."

To my surprise Master's sister gives him a sympathetic look. "Well they're your friends' right? They will understand, especially if you say Dad gave you no choice."

Brother and sister share a look that I sometimes shared with my siblings, one of understanding and love.

"Don't worry little brother." Jezebel says brightly, grabbing my arm, "You'll be fine, and so will she. I'll take good care of her, you have my word."

Master looks at the both of us for a long moment, before smiling and hurrying out of the room. I look up at my Mistress for the day, hoping beyond hope that she keeps her word.

— — —

Dan

"You're joking right? You have to be. Because I didn't just fucking hear that."

"Claire." I protest meekly, looking away as one of my best friends glares at me with nothing but contempt.

"It's pretty crappy of you dude." Jasper adds unhelpfully, his arms folded across his broad chest.

I would be lying if I said the reactions of my friends surprised me, we are after all the West Hub Anti-slavery society. Or 'we' were. I'm not so sure how much longer my position as campaign manager is going to last.

The only person amongst our group of four friends yet to say anything is Theo, I turn to him in silent prayer that I can escape this with at least one friend. He blinks at me slowly, Theo does everything slowly. Including reaching an opinion.

"I suppose it's better her being with Dan, than lost to somebody who would abuse her." He says at last, flicking some fluff off his skinny jeans with a great deal more focus than he's giving us.

"We're anti slave!" Clare retorts, her ginger hair escaping it's bun at an alarming rate. "You understand that word right? It means we don't own slaves! Apart from apparently now you do." She turns her withering gaze back to me.

"I wasn't given a choice!" I protest.

"You don't seem that upset about it though." Jasper says, pushing his long black fringe out of his face with a chubby hand. "Is she pretty?" He asks coldly.

"What has that got to do with anything?" I reply, a sick feeling forming in my stomach as I catch on to where this conversation is going.

"So that's a yes then." Claire snorts. "Poor girl, I feel sorry for her honestly."

I don't reply. Is this really what my friends think of me? That I would throw away everything I've worked for for years because of a pretty face. I seethe, letting the silence wash over me.

"So are we kicking Dan out?" Theo asks, always direct to the heart of the matter.

"I don't know." Claire says after a while, her voice much softer. "It's always been the four of us since primary school." She shrugs helplessly, looking to Jasper for his opinion.

"We've never had a Lower Vil we could actually talk to. Perhaps it would be useful to have someone around who better understands what it's like to be a slave." Like Claire he shrugs noncommittally. "And I guess if you really didn't have a choice Dan..." He trails off and relief floods my chest. Would my reaction really have been any different if any of them had told me they owned a slave? I doubt it.

"Good, that's settled." Theo says, picking up his pen. "I shall add it to the minutes."

The ridiculousness of that statement slowly filters into our emotionally charged minds. Jasper is the first to crack, and soon we are all bursting with laughter. Theo, who normally ignores us anyway, redoubles his efforts.

— — —

Rose

Keeping your eyes fixed to the floor in a grey corridor is easy, there's nothing to look at anyway. But here in the real world with a million different sounds and smells, with vivid colours and vibrant lights it's almost impossible. I don't even realise I've stopped again until I feel the back of my dress being lifted followed by a hard slap on my bare bottom.

"Sorry Mistress!" I squeak.

"Yes, I've heard." Master's sister says, her voice cold. "Turn around slave."

I do as I'm told, silently cursing myself for being so easily distracted. I try desperately to recall my lessons, they taught us not let sudden sounds or movements draw our gaze, to block out the rest of the world and focus on our owners. But how can anyone not notice the way the sunlight sparkles in a cascade of falling fountain water? Or the huge spaceship, as big as a warehouse yet able to drift into the sky as if it were nothing more than an errant cloud.

"You know, you're just like my brother when he was kid." She says, and I can tell from the way she shifts her feet she's rummaging around in her bag. "He was forever running off and getting lost, especially in places like this." The chill seems to have fled her voice as she reminisces. "'Course there's something I can do to you that I could never do to him."

Whip me? Spank me? My mind boggles at the myriad of punishments an owner might use. I close my eyes as mistress draws closer, not wanting to know what she's about to do to me. Something cold and hard falls heavily around my throat, followed by a loud click that causes me to wince. Tentatively I open my eyes only to find a thin leather leash stretching from my neck to Mistresses perfectly manicured hand.

"Right, now come on. I didn't actually intend to shop for anyone other than me today." Before I have a chance to answer she yanks the leash, causing the leather to bite into my flesh. I hasten to follow her as we wander further into a world of wonder I'm forbidden to see.

I manage to keep myself under control, seeing little more than grey concrete, white marble and finally plush carpet before finally being stood on a slightly raised disc in the centre of a room. Luckily mistress gives me permission to look up before my curiosity can get me into yet more trouble. The round room is in equal parts incredible and confusing, routinely spaced along the walls are columns of tiny glass lenses and directly in front of me is a very large mirror.

Reflected in the mirror I can see not only myself in the slightly baggy violet dress but Mistress and a silver haired Lower Vil in deep conversation. I can't see the girl's owner though, perhaps she is lost and is asking my temporary mistress for help? I shudder to think what I would do in such a situation.

"Take off your clothes." Jezebel says sternly, folding her arms across her chest.

More than happy to return to the familiar comfort of nakedness I pull of the dress, handing it over to Lower Vil girl who quickly returns to Jezebel's side. I return to my own reflection, I wonder if Master likes me this thin or if he will want me to gain some weight? I'm so caught up in my thoughts that it takes me a moment to realise something has changed. My reflection is now fully clothed.

I look down at myself quickly, but no, still naked. My mirror self still acts exactly as reflection should, even the clothes she is wearing behave as they would were they real. I blink a few times and begin to take note of the clothes she's, or rather I'm wearing. Plain black trousers and a white long sleeve shirt. I hope Mistress does not chose these, they don't show off my markings at all!

"Ugh, sweet stars no. I've seen more interesting librarians" Mistress says, "Let's start with lingerie and work from there shall we?"

"Of course madam, any preference?" The slave asks.

They continue to speak but I quickly lose interest. The small lacy garments all look equally pointless to me, it's not like my Master will even see them for a majority of the time. Still, judging by her taste in underwear I'm a little more hopeful that she will chose outer clothes to suitably show off my body.

After what feels like a long time and about a million different combinations of clothes Master's sister seems happy and leaves me alone with the silver haired slave, who hands me back my dress with a small smile.

"Where's your owner?" I ask before I can stop myself.

She places a finger to her lips and answers softly, "My master collects me at the end of the work day."

"You spend all day without him?" I ask, a little stunned. I always assumed that I would be by my Master's side near constantly, and none of the wardens at the compound ever gave the impression that my assumption was wrong.

"Yes, now hush before you get us both in trouble."

Mistress returns with arms full of bags which she promptly hands to me. "You know playing dress up with you is more fun than I thought it would be." She says apparently to herself. "I will have to see if Dan will let me borrow you."

I follow her dutifully out of the amazing room, but not before receiving a small sympathetic smile from the slave whose name I never had the chance to find out.

— — —

Dan

I stand up as soon as I hear Rose walk through the door, throwing my tablet and half completed homework aside. She looks completely shattered, but her face lights up when she sees me. I'm pleased to see my sister has found her a violet summer dress to wear, but less pleased when I notice she's lashed a leash around the girl's neck.

"Did you have fun shopping?" I ask, trying to reign in my frustration as I take the shopping bags from her hands.

"Yes Master, Mistress Jezebel picked out clothes that show off my markings." Her cheeks blush pink and she looks at her feet. "You said you liked my markings Master."

"I do, I like them very much." I say, struggling to untie the leash. "Did you get underwear as well? And something to wear at night?"

"Yes Master." She replies, positioning her head to give me better access to the catch.

"I'm sorry my sister did this to you." I continue, growling as I finally get the accursed leash off and am confronted with the red marks it left behind.

Rose blinks up at me confusedly. "A Lower Vil wears a leash in public Master..." She trails off, wincing.

"Not you," I protest, "I don't want that for you."

"Yes Master." She replies simply, confusion written all over her face.

"Rose, if you had the choice, would you like to be free?"

She looks up at me, green eyes wide with alarm before violently shaking her head. The only sound to come out of her mouth being a sort of whimpered squeak.

"Why?" To my mind every sentient being wishes to be free, at least on some level. Then again, she could be too scared to tell me the truth.

My curiosity turns to horror as I watch a fat tear roll down her cheek. "I don't want to be free Master." She says desperately. "Please don't make me!"

"Shhh," I coo, disgusted at myself for making her cry. "I won't force you to do anything you don't want to do, ok?"

She nods mutely, but still her tears continue to leave glistening tracks down her cheeks.

"I want to hug you," I say slowly, "But I only if it's something you would enjoy?"

The question seems to throw her off guard, with a sniff she looks up at me and nods, her tears for the moment abated. "Yes Master, I like to cuddle."

Gently with exaggerated care I pull Rose into a gentle hug. At first she stiffens in my arms, before leaning into me, gently rubbing her cheek against my shirt. "I was going to watch a documentary, it'll probably be really boring for you." I gulp before ploughing on. "But you're welcome to - I mean if you want to - would you like to watch it with me?" I sound like a complete idiot.

She nods quickly, "Yes Master!"

Rose seems reluctant to pull away from the hug, it's kinda cute. I smile as I sit down, expecting her to plonk down next to me and immediately resume the cuddle. Instead she kneels at my feet, her back perfectly straight and her eyes downcast. I suppose in hindsight I should have seen that coming.

It takes a little coaxing to get her onto the sofa, it's fascinating and a little depressing watching someone sit on a piece of furniture for the first time in their lives. She arranges herself with her legs tucked under her bum, leaning against the armrest as far away from me as possible. Assuming she wants her own space I start to flick with available shows with a sweep of my fingers.

Her head flickers up every now and then while I search, her eyes burning into the side of my head every few seconds. With a creeping suspicion about what she wants I pat the pillow beside me, much like you would do to encourage a cat. Rose doesn't need much encouragement however and she quickly cuddles up against my side, her head resting against my chest.

I stroke her back while using the gesture controls to select the correct stream. Rose apparently has no interest whatsoever in watching the documentary, as she pointedly positions her back to the screen and closes her eyes.

"You don't want to watch?" I ask curiously.

She shrugs.

"Suit yourself." I say, flicking play on the history of twenty second century Earth.

...

Rose

Master is confusing, one moment he is talking about freeing me the next he is hugging me as if we were sisters. Not that I mind the cuddles, not at all, his body is warm and comfortable and the way his strong arms hold me, as if I was something precious he doesn't want to lose!



And yet, he wants to free me. He almost seems excited at the prospect and I don't understand why. Freedom is a fate worse than death, at least if you're killed everything just ends. To be free is to be sent out into a cold world, with no one to care for you, to set your boundaries. Your mind slowly crumbling as the thousands of choices slowly wear away at your sanity until you are nothing but... I don't even want to think about what you would be.

Not wanting to think about the horrors of freedom anymore I focus on Master's heartbeat, like I used to when I couldn't sleep amongst a pile of my sisters. I wonder if Master understands how special physical contact like this is to me, I've noticed he and his sister don't hug. In fact they don't even touch each other, as far as I've seen. Humans are strange.

"That's cuter than the clicks." Master comments, "Though, don't tell Emily."

His voice catches me off guard, and I blink up at him confusedly.

"You're purring sweetie." He winces as if he said something he regrets, I don't know why 'sweetie' is a term of endearment, the doctor at the compound always used to call me sweetie.

My eyebrows crease as I try and think if I've ever heard the term purring and what it might mean. I didn't realise I was doing anything other than laying against my Master. After a few seconds of desperate thought I'm forced to admit the truth. "I don't understand Master."

"The sound you make here." He points to my throat, "It sounds like a cat's purr to me."

He thinks I sound that terrifying amber eyed demon?

"All my sisters do it Master." I look away, not wanting to see an angry look on his face. The sound is completely involuntary, it doesn't even come from the same place as my voice. If Master dislikes it I will be punished for something I can't control, and worse than that, he won't want to cuddle with me anymore!

"I can't help it." I say apologetically, "I just make that sound when I'm happy."

"Hey, I'm happy you're happy." He tucks a stray lock of hair behind my ear gently, causing an uncontrollable happy rumble from my throat.

"Will you tell me about your sisters?" He asks softly, his blue eyes fixed on mine.

"What would you like to know Master?" I don't really want to think about my sisters, I miss them, even if I do have an owner now.

"Well, whatever you want to tell me really." He sounds nervous, "You all grew up together I take it?"

"Yes Master, there were seven other girls. But once we reached selling age my sisters and I were separated and taken to a new room just for us."

"Why weren't you sold?" He asks tentatively.

"I don't know Master, the wardens never explained anything." And it would have been complete and total disobedience to ask, despite the fact we never would have gotten an answer anyway.

"They didn't interact with us much after that," I continue. "No more lessons, or excise time. The only thing that stayed the same was the doctor. Though after we were moved she came to us, rather than us visiting her lab."

He nods slowly, a flicker of puzzlement crossing his face. "How long did you stay in that room?"

"About a year Master."

"You spent a year underground locked in a single room?"

I nod, then frown as a sudden crazy thought flashes through my mind. It's dangerous, but if it works? "Master, may I ask a question?"

"You don't need my permission to ask questions."

I take a deep breath. "Will I ever see my sisters again Master?" I ask, my owner has many books on Lower Vil, perhaps he knows some circumstance in which someone is allowed to see their siblings? It's worth a shot, even if all I get out of this is a spanking.

He bites his bottom lip, "I'll see what I can find out, but I can't promise anything, okay?"

"Yes Master." I nod, it's a far more than I could ever have hoped for. His attention once again drifts to the view screen and I roll back over, snuggling my head into his chest as I curl up in his arms.

Happy and safe I begin to doze in and out of sleep. Master's show must end because he wakes me long enough to dreamily brush my teeth and slide into one of his shirts before falling into bed.

"Master." I whisper, half asleep. "If I'm really well behaved may I have a collar?"

The warm embrace of sleep takes me before I have a chance to hear the answer.

...

Dan

Punching my pillow in frustration I roll out of bed. It's just no good I can't sleep. Every time I close my eyes I see Rose's face smiling up at me or hear the ghost of her purr, lost in the shadows. Somehow in only a few short hours of interaction I've gone from not wanting her, to a longing for the girl that's almost indescribable.

Damn it! Struggling with an urge to go and wake Rose up I climb dejectedly out of bed. Flipping on the lights in the spare room that for the last two nights has been my sleeping quarters. I need to do something, anything to get to take my mind off things. It's too late to go outside, and I'm definitely not in the mood to study. Mindless television it is then. I suppose I could use my tablet but what's the point when there's a perfectly good - and very large - screen in the family room.

Heck, while I'm at it I might be able to figure out what to do with Rose tomorrow. Our first full day together, perhaps I should take her down to transport hub to hand out leaflets. "Here sir, take this anti-slavery pamphlet. Oh, her? Don't worry about her, I'm not a massive Hippocratic. Really!"

The view screen is turned on when I enter the room, which is a little strange, given it's gone midnight. What's even stranger is seeing Emily, clade in pink pyjamas huddled on the sofa. So fixated on the screen that she doesn't seem to notice me. I have a moment to marvel at how odd her spiny scales look beside the pink flannel of her shirt, before she looks up at me and nearly jumps out of her skin.

"Relax, relax!" I say desperately, "It's me!" The last thing I need is for my dad to find me terrorising his servant.

"Master Dan, I'm sorry."

"Don't be." I drop onto the sofa beside her, as she slides gracefully into a kneeling position on the floor at my feet.

"Are you allowed to be out here?" I ask, frowning down at her.

"Yes sir."

I'm dubious to say the least. My father isn't the kindest of people when it comes to dealing with me or my sister, let alone his slave. I saw her spanked and otherwise cruelly humiliated more than once as I was growing up. Leading to my ambitions but ultimately disastrous attempt to free her when I was twelve. I just can't see him letting her lounge around in front the TV late at night.

"Are you absolutely sure?"

"Yes sir, I promise!" She keeps her face turned to mine as she speaks, "Master says I may watch the television so long as I do not disturb him and I am able to perform my duties in the morning."

"Well," I pause, I'm not sure I've ever heard of such generosity from my father. "That's good. Now get back up here. Honestly Em, like I would ever make you kneel on the floor."

"It's how I'm trained sir." She mumbles apologetically, bouncing back onto the sofa again.

"What you watching anyway?" I ask, peering at the paused image of what looks to be one of the African protected zones. Until relatively recently people would hunt the animals that lived there for reasons best known to themselves. Now entire areas of land are closely monitored, using ex-military tracking fields no less, and the local wildlife has been much better for it.

"I enjoy seeing the animals." She says nodding at the screen. "Those are elephants." There's a certain amount of pride in her voice as she points to the grey animals.

I had no idea she had an interest like this, but I'm pleased. We spend an enjoyable hour together talking about the creatures on the screen, she seems to know an extraordinary amount about each and every mammal, reptile and insect we see. I wonder if Vil have shows like this, I mean there must be things other than themselves and the Lower Vil living on their planet. Most of what was observed during the invasion has been redacted by our government on the orders of the highly secretive aliens.

"How's Rose getting on?" Emily asks as the credits begin to roll, fidgeting in her seat.

It takes me a few moments to come to my senses, I've never known my father's slave to ask a direct question without prompting. Not wishing to lose the moment I tell her about cuddling on the sofa and her wish to see her sisters again.

"She shouldn't get her hopes up." Emily says sadly, "She won't see them again. It's better to try and forget."

"You have brothers and sisters?" I ask. It never occurred to me she had family somewhere.

"Sisters, Lower Vil are never born alone and a litter is always all girls or all boys, never mixed."

"I didn't know that." I say quietly. It's disconcerting to discover that despite dedicating a great deal my time to studying and battling to end slavery I still know very little about the slaves themselves.

"I only know from what I've overheard sir." Emily points out, blushing a little.

"Well, I know Rose likes to be cuddled at least." I smile.

Emily nods. "We enjoy being close to our Masters. Rose is used to having physical contact with her sisters, you are kind to indulge her during her transition."

I nod. Relaxing with a pretty girl was hardly a chore, and if I can somehow help alleviate some of her grief at the same time then all the better. We talk a little while longer, mostly about things I can do to help Rose adjust to her new life. However we reach an impasse when Emily brings up the need for physical punishment as well as comfort in order to give Rose boundaries to work within. It's an argument that I'm not going to back down on and Emily is too timid, or perhaps well trained, to retort.

She goes to bed with a smile on her face though, after I promise to ask Rose if she would like to watch Emily's shows with her. I sit in the quiet room a while longer, silently planning what I hope is a fun day for me and my slave girl.


Willing Slave, Unwilling Master Ch. 03

Hey all, Thanks again for all the support for the last chapter. I'm going to try and keep to a schedule of a new chapter every two weeks. That way I should be able to stay ahead of the curve and give my lovely proofreader lots of time to suggest improvements.

Anyway, on with chapter 3.

Enjoy.

— — —

Rose

For the second day in a row I wake up alone in a strange bed, but at least this time Master's cat has found another place to sleep. Stretching out my arms and legs, I snuggle back below the warm covers. I can feel the happy rumble deep in my throat, Master called it purring last night, and the name seems to fit. I allow myself a moment of happy reminiscing of waking to the sound of my contented comfortable sisters.

The sound of movement outside my cocoon draws my attention, peeking out from under the covers I look up into the smiling face of my Master.

"Morning." He says softly, reaching out a hand to gently brush a strand of hair behind my ear. He seems to like doing that.

Acting more on instinct than good thinking I nuzzle his hand affectionately. I whimper softly as my brain catches up with my body, I'm supposed to be showing him I'm an obedient girl. I curse my foolishness silently, I'm acting like I'm still with my sisters! I will never get my collar if I carry on like this!

Master kneels down beside the bed so we are eye level, the back of his fingers gently stroking my cheek. "What did I do?" He asks softly.

I blink at him confused.

"You stopped purring and started whimpering, what did I do wrong?"

"Nothing Master!" I say quickly. My words fall over each other as I rush to explain my actions, leaving Master looking completely baffled. I've messed things up so badly that Master if blaming himself for my lack of discipline, I can't even begin to wrap my head around how this could have happened. He's going to send me back for sure.

"Rose." Master says firmly, silencing my futile attempts to explain. "Slowly this time, why are you upset?"

I take a deep breath, shifting to my kneeling position in the centre of the bed like I should have done when he first approached. "I shouldn't have pressed my face against your hand Master, it was disobedient." I say, my heart racing.

"Well, that's hardly the crime of the century. Anyway I'm not sure I want a blindly obedient slave. I want someone who thinks for herself."

I groan internally. Master doesn't know anything about Lower Vil, we can't think for ourselves, not all the time like he wants. Our minds can't take it, they fall apart. The wardens at the compound knew this well enough, it was a core part of our training. We need strong owners to care for us, we serve obediently because it's the only chance of a life we can have.

"Yes Master." I say softly.

"Right, now bathroom, shower, pee and find something to wear! I have a big day planned for us!" Master sounds excited, but it's too soon to tell if that's a good or a bad thing. "I'll meet you downstairs when you're ready."

He gives me a final gleaming smile before leaving the room.

I pause for a moment, enjoying the sound of the wind rustling the trees before hurrying to the bathroom, Master is waiting! Shivering through my cold shower, I wonder if Master might let me use warm water if I behave. Before quickly shaking my head at that foolish notion and brushing my teeth. Master has been extremely kind to me so far, but there's no telling how long that will last if I start to become a nuisance.

I approach the bags from yesterday's shopping trip with eager anticipation. But selecting a set of clothes to wear turns out to be so much harder than I ever imagined. The obvious choice would be those items that please my owner, but I have absolutely no idea which of the dozens of combinations of tops, bottoms and dresses would make him happy. I'm utterly lost.

In desperation I lay out each and every piece of clothing on the bed, trying to remember what Mistress Jezebel said about matching outfits. Perhaps I should pick at random and hope for the best? An image of Master's excited smile turning to a frown of displeasure quickly rids me of that idea. It's hopeless, whatever I do I'm going to disappoint him. Silent fat tears roll down my face as the weight of this unexpected decision fully hits me.

"Are you okay?"

I jump physically, spinning round to find a short slim man standing in the doorway. He's wearing a bright pink shirt with tiny white shorts and matching tights, the primary function of which seems to be to show off the bulge at his crotch. His endowment isn't what makes him so striking though. No, what catches my eye are the scales that run around the outside of his face and down his back. He's a lower Vil, like me. A male Lower Vil. I've never seen one before.

A gentle smile spreads across his face. "I remember that look, when Mistress first introduced me to Emily I was just as amazed."

Speechless I move towards him, holding my hand out to trace his markings. Taking a step back, his smile vanishes. "I don't think Master Dan would like to catch either of us touching, especially when you're naked."

Dropping my hand I peer down at myself, then at my out stretched hand. An embarrassed heat touches my cheeks. "I'm Rose." I stammer, trying to regain at least some control of the situation.

"Zack, a pleasure." He bows his head, and I notice his collar glitters with hundreds of tiny jewels. "I believe you went shopping with my Mistress yesterday?"

I nod.

"And now you are trying to work out what to wear?"

Again, I answer him with a nod.

"Right!" He matches past me into the room, taking a long moment to examine the bed before picking up a couple of items. "Bra and panties, your Master should enjoy the lace."

Relief flooding over me I quickly pull on the silky underwear. Next comes a white vest with a slim band running down the back, perfect to show off my maze like markings and the whole outfit is completed with a pair of small shorts.

"I didn't see you yesterday?" I say cautiously, struggling with the button on my shorts.

"My Mistress works at an immensely popular style and fashion feed, sometimes she has pressing appointments on her hands so I perform her duties in the office." He looks away, but even with my limited experience I can tell he's very proud of himself.

"Your Mistress lets you travel to her workplace without her?" I ask amazed. It's one thing to meet someone like me who's dropped off somewhere and picked back up, but to perform the whole process like a human? How can he stand it?

"Yes, I'm given a lot of responsibility. I'm very lucky."

"I could never do that." I mumble.

"You would be amazed at what you can do." He grins, "Now go little flower, before I end up whipped for detaining you."

I thank him profusely before fleeing the room. I try and imagine living a day as he does. All those decisions to be made without any guidance, without a master to comfort or protect you. I was never trained to deal with something like that, surely my already easily distracted mind would breakdown completely if I were faced with that life.

I meet Master at the bottom of the stairs. Determined to show him I can do better, and in the silent hope he won't send me away to work, I sink to my knees. Legs slightly apart and hands held behind my back I wait for him to inspect me. Without a word he places his hands under my elbows, pulling me gently to my feet.

"None of that. Just greet me like you would Emily or any other Lower Vil, okay?"

I nod mutely, but my bewilderment must show because he continues. "Tell me what's on your mind."

We are completely forbidden to lie, obviously, still, I don't relish telling my owner the truth. "Master I've spent my entire life training to please you, you're my owner, my reason for being. I want so desperately to make you happy! But I don't understand how!" I end shrilly, looking away so as not to see his reaction.

"Rose, your purpose in life isn't to make me happy. It's to find happiness for yourself." Master says, chuckling at the alarmed look I give him. "But, perhaps that's a bit much for your third day. Come on, let's go outside, it will be fun, I promise."

I follow Master to the kitchen in silence, mulling over his words. There's an older scaled women working at a countertop when we arrive. Looking up I give her a small smile, hoping to make another friend in my new home. However the look she gives me in return is so savage I physically recoil. She looks the same way the meanest warden at the compound might have had I just stamped on his foot.

"She should be on a leash if you plan to take her outside Master Dan." Her voice is flat and brutally clear, her eyes burning into mine.

She's right of course, but I secretly hope Master ignores her. I've never been as comfortable with a leash as my sisters, I think it's because I'm so easily distracted. Or rather, I find so many things distracting. Even when I'm on my best behaviour - or at least trying to be - as I was with Mistress Jezebel I still end up yanked around.

"Rose, hand." Master says sharply and without needing to think about it I present my palm, bracing for the pain of a belt or cane. But instead Master's warm fingers wrap around mine. "There we go, she won't get lost now."

Not sparing a glance for the angry women Master opens the door, and together we step out into the sunlight. I pause to blink away the sudden brightness and Master kindly allows me time to adjust, as the world materialises in a sheen of greens and blues.

"The wild flowers have started to bloom in the woods." Master points to the tree line past an extensive lawn. "I wondered if you would like to see them."

I nod quickly, setting off at once in the direction he indicated. To my horror I cause him to stumble as I rush forward, it feels like an icy dagger has been pushed into my gut as I wait motionless for his reaction. He stares at me for a long moment - the longest of moment of my life - then bursts out laughing.

"Well, I'm glad to see you're keen!"

And like that we are practically jogging to the forest.

— — —

Dan

I never knew I could be completely mesmerised by another person, but watching Rose glide between isolated meadows of wildflowers in the sparse wood is simply magical. Gone is the whimpering slave, the woman in front of me is gentle and curious, the smile never leaving her face.

You would think being born into perpetual servitude with all the despicable trappings that life entails would be enough to strip anyone of their spirit. But there's a fire burning inside of Rose that refuses to be quenched, I don't think even she realises it. She fights so hard to be someone she's not, at least not completely, that when she's given a moment of freedom her true beautiful inquisitive self emerges into the sunlight.

Finding a fallen log that will act as a suitable seat I watch Rose run a single finger over the petals of a yellow flower. It's a shame really that we don't have any rose bushes in the garden, I wonder if she's ever seen her namesake in person? Shrugging to myself I decide to ask later, she's having fun for the first time in days and I point blank refuse to be the one who puts a stop to that.

Talking about fun I pull my tablet from my pocket unfolding it on my legs. Math homework is hardly the most enticing of propositions, but if I want any chance at a decent job when I graduate next year I better get on with it. Besides Rose doesn't need me making her nervous, she'll be fine for an hour or so, what could go wrong?

... ... ...

Math takes me a little longer than I was expecting, mostly due to my inability to do it. Regardless it's done with, and now I can devote the rest of the weekend to Rose. I look around, expecting her to be knelt down in one of the sun dappled flower beds, but she's nowhere to be found. I force myself to blink, refusing to believe what my eyes are telling me. Rose has disappeared.

Panic grips my chest and I jump to my feet. Has she run? Perhaps she's just gone back to the house? But she wouldn't do that without me surely? I force myself to breathe, trying to listen over the sound of my own frantic heartbeat. "Rose!" I shout, my stomach churning with sick dread. If the authorities, no, when they find her, her life won't be living and if she's stupid or desperate enough to resist capture... Ihaveto find her.

With no real idea of which direction she went I sprint blindly into the trees, shouting her name. What on earth could have motivated her to take such a rash action? For all the world she acted like even the prospect of freedom was some terrible curse, but perhaps that was the point. Playing me for a fool until she had an opportunity to make her escape.

No, I refuse to believe she's that manipulative. Scared maybe and naive certainly. But not malicious. I shout her name as I run, almost tripping over more than once and nearly losing my head to a low hanging branch. Yet she doesn't answer, for all intents and purposes she has ceased to be.

Thankfully the trees remain sparse as I stumble deeper into the depths of the forest. But there is no sign of Rose, not that I'm expecting to see one. I'm not a hunter or tracker, she could be hidden behind a tree a meter away from me and I would never know. But I keep searching, hoping beyond hope that she's not gone forever.

Suddenly I collide with something solid which sends me flying face first a patch of soft moss. I feel like I've been run down by a deep-space freighter, but pick myself up quickly, a survival instinct I didn't know I had kicking in. Unsteady on my feet I stumble until I have my back against a tree, raising my fists in what I hope is a fighting stance. In about a tenth of a second I manage to cover the entirety of what I know about self-defence and conclude I'm basically fucked.

However before I can be beaten to death by a girl a quarter my size I see her. She sits crumpled in a heap in the middle of a natural path, starting straight ahead her eyes glassy.

Not quite the reaction I was expecting.

"Rose?" I say tentatively, keeping a safe amount of distance between us, just in case she decides to attack. "Are you hurt?"

She doesn't react at all, just stares ghost like away into nothing. What the hell? Did she hit her head? Throwing all caution to the wind I kneel down in front of her, gently shaking her arm with no effect. It's like she's a crashed computer program. I try everything I can think of, yelling and shaking her as my heart begins to hammer again, only this time with twice the ferocity.

Her eyes never move, but tears slowly start to slide down her reddened cheeks. In desperation I gently kiss her lips, my mind full of images of princesses awakening from enchanted slumbers. It's a truly stupid thing to do, she needs a doctor not a fairy-tale trope. And yet she blinks, her eyes slowly moving to meet mine.

It's like she's awakening from a trance, her movements are sluggish and clumsy. With the care of someone inspecting a priceless antique she draws her hand from the dirt, gently touching her lips. I scoot back, giving her as much space as she needs.

"Master?" She whispers softly, apparently just noticing I'm present.

"Hey you, welcome back." I say, my relief plain in my voice, "You had me worried."

Seeing the fear and confusion on her face I open my arms, offering a hug. After a moment's hesitation she falls against my chest, burying her face in the fabric of my shirt.

"What happened?" I ask gently, picking leaf litter from her hair.

"I got distracted by the flowers Master." She answers, her voice far away and dreamy. "I didn't pay attention I just kept finding more and more. Then suddenly you were not there, I thought you had left me in the woods, that you didn't want me anymore." She sniffs, "Then I heard you shouting and I realised I had left you, and I started running..."

"And we found each other." I grin, looking down at her.

"I struck my Master." She says as if she can't believe her own words.

"I think we struck each other sweetie." I reply in compromise.

"It's death to strike your Master." She whispers, dangerously close to slipping back into her catatonic state.

"No!" I say quickly, "Rose it was an accident, don't worry about it, okay?"

"But..." She looks up at me, even with dirt on her forehead and tear tracks down her cheeks she's beautiful.

It's impossible to tell who initiates the kiss, but our lips meet and the world seems to melt away. She clings to me like a ship wreck saviour who's afraid of being swept away, and whimpers softly as our lips gently part. I let her snuggle back into my chest as the full spectrum of just how complicated our relationship has just become sinks in.

Because I now know for sure something that, if I were being honest with myself, I would have known last night. I want to be with Rose, I want her in a way I've never wanted anyone else. Resting my forehead against the top of her head I wonder if she has any concept of a partnership that isn't one of master and slave. Stars, I hope so.

I let us both wallow in our private thoughts for what feels like a long time, before carefully rousing Rose and helping her shakily to her feet. She's still clearly worried and upset, I doubt even with her extraordinary talent for hiding her emotions she could disguise the slight trembling in her slender frame. Taking her by the hand I lead her slowly back towards the house, stopping every now and then to admire the flowers, together.

— — —

Rose

The memories pummel against my mind, becoming more and more forceful the more I try and block them out. A girl, like me, dirty and dishevelled. Begging her Master for forgiveness. Her screams as she's dragged away. The look of terror in her eyes then the gunshot and... No, no, no! I force my face between my hands shaking my head furiously.

I hear the sharp scrap of a chair's wooden legs against the stone floor and then Master's warm hand on my arm. I struggle against the tide of horrific recollection of what happens to those Lower Vil foolish enough to strike their masters. My owner stays by my side, his meal forgotten. I know if I pull my face from my palms I will be met by his reaction, and I can't face that. How can I tell him what kind of horrific memories are spiralling around my head?

I can't, I need to focus on something else. Unbidden I remember the feel of his lips against mine. Like a touch in the darkness holding onto that beautiful moment banishes some of the blackness. I can still barely process it all, my kind, sweet, wonderful Master kissed me! Like those girls in all the stories! Then he kissed me again, even though my face was covered in dirt and tears.

"I'm sorry Master." I say horsey, reaching for another slice of fruit on my plate. As if to prove by virtue of eating I am completely fine.

"What are you thinking about?" He asks, taking the seat beside mine.

"I was thinking about kissing you Master." I reply, not quite able to meet his eye. I hate lying to my owner, well, okay, not quite lying to him, but not being entirely honest either. I squirm in my seat, the wood suddenly seeming a lot harder than just a moment ago.

Despite my disobedience I feel my cheeks glow for an entirely different reason. He's done something to me. I feel so scared and so amazingly happy all at once just being in his presence. I meet his gaze and find only warmth there, the horrible memories are still floating around my mind like the aftershock of a nightmare. But with Master by my side they don't seem quite so overwhelming.

"Did you..." He pauses for a long moment, "Did you enjoy it?"

"Yes Master." I reply, thrilled to be giving him a completely honest answer.



"Must you call me Master?" He groans, "Seriously, you must have realised by now that I'm not going to punish you for calling me Dan."

"There are rules Master." I say softly, unable to meet his gaze. For most of my life I've assumed that my knowledge of the world is incomplete. I mean, when your childhood is split between three grey concrete rooms there are bound to be gaps in your knowledge. My sisters never saw the problem, to them wanting to know more than we were taught was at best disobedient and at worse a death wish. Back then I dreamed of finding a Master who would let me explore the world. Now that I have one, I'm a little disturbed to find out there are things I know, that he doesn't.

"Surely if I'm the Master I set the rules?" He asks, pulling his plate towards him and taking the seat next to mine.

"Not these rules Master. There are things I'm not permitted to do, even if you order me to do so." I say apologetically.

"What things?"

"The overriding edicts: A Lower Vil will not diverge a prior owner's secrets, will at all times refer to their owner as Master or Mistress and..." I pause, "And will not strike their owner." I say guiltily.

Master looks at me intently, before gaining and popping a strawberry into his mouth. "Well as a very wise man once said: Rules are made to be broken." He turns to finish the last few segments of fruit adorning his plate, while I try and fight down a fresh dose of panic. What in stars name is he going to ask me to do? Rules are certainly not made to be broken, that's why they're rules!

"What's my name?" He asks suddenly, looking over at me. A smile forming in the corner of his mouth.

"Mast-"

"That's not my name." He interrupts me.

"Dan, Master." I say quickly, looking around in case anyone heard me.

"Good girl!"

The delight on his face is infectious, and I find myself beaming at him. It's the first time he's called me a good girl, the first time he's praised me and the sense of pride, of completeness is indescribable. High on my own elation I reach out for his cheek, catching myself just in time with a sudden jerk.

"You can touch Rose." Master says, still smiling.

His face still has a hint of stubble in the places he's missed, he must rush his morning routine. Is it because of me? It's not my place to tell my Master which room to sleep in, but surely he would be more comfortable in his own bed? My thumb brushes over his softly lips and something tingles low, low in my stomach.

"May I kiss you Master?" I ask, knowing it's wrong but unable to reign in my curiosity for the wonderful alien feeling of his mouth against mine.

"Yes, sweetie you may."

My lips meet his, tentative at first. Master said my goal in life was to find my own happiness. I don't think I really understand what he means, but as we melt into each other I think I might have an inkling. Because right now, I don't think I've ever been happier.
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Rose

"Your lips taste of strawberries," Master says, pulling away from the kiss.

I nod, not giving his words a whole lot of attention as I shuffle forward in my chair, desperate to get back to kissing him. The feeling of need welling up in my belly is eerily similar to the first time I discovered I could make myself feel good with my fingers; I longed to do it almost every waking hour. I began begrudging my sisters for the first time in my life, sure that they took so long to fall asleep out of spite. Instinctively I make my face neutral as Master stands up, but if I could let my true feelings show I would be pouting.

"Relax," Master laughs. "Come on, I can think of more comfortable places to make out."

I'm not sure what 'making out' is, but I eagerly take his hand as he leads me down the view screen corridor, today showing a crystal blue sea breaking on a beautiful white beach. Do places like this really exist? Or is it just art like Mistress Abigail's paintings? We encounter several more distractions along the way - a statue I failed to notice the day before and Barnaby, who rubs himself against my bare leg. For some reason, feeling how soft his fur is makes him a lot less scary.

Despite all the interruptions, Master never displays any outward hint that he is displeased, he just watches me with the strangest smile on his face. "I can see how you ended up half throttled when my sister but you on a leash," he comments as I turn away from the latest painting.

"Yes, Master." I pause for a moment before continuing, "I don't like wearing a leash."

I have no idea what possessed me to add that little detail; I would never have told a warden that I didn't like something. A good girl likes what her owner tells her to like, it's as simple as that. Is this willful disobedience a sign that my mind is breaking? Or is it simply that Master isn't like a warden. He's sweet and kind, and, what's more, he's causing me to start acting on impulse rather than training. I don't know if that's a failure or not; perhaps in the hands of another owner it would be.

"No, I can imagine. What kind of things do you enjoy?"

"Cuddling," I answer at once.

"Ha, yeah, I guessed that one. And kissing?" he asks, raising his eyebrows.

I nod, allowing Master to guide me into his room with his hand on the small of my back.

"Anything else?" he prompts, gesturing to the sofa.

"Drawing, Master," I reply, thinking of the dust doodles I loved to make on the floor of our cell with a smile. "And reading," I say, tucking my legs under myself as I sit down.

"Huh. Cool," he says, using the control panel beside the bed to open the windows and skylights.

"I'll have to dig out my sister's old art tablet," he says casually, sitting down beside me.

"Truly Master?" I ask, hardly able to contain my joy. Has there ever been a Lower Vil more fortunate than myself?

He nods, a grin splitting his face. "Can't have you being bored now can I?"

There's not an appropriate answer for that question so I stay silent, shifting over to cuddle against his side. I feel the soft brush of his lips on the top of my head and look up into his deep blue eyes. We pause for the space of a heartbeat before our lips meet once again, sending shivers shooting down my spine to the pit of my stomach.

Our kissing becomes more desperate. Master seems just as addicted to the wonderful sensation as I am. Has he done this with other girls? He must have, because he acts like someone with experience. For some reason, the thought of my owner touching another girl, even a human girl, fills me with the strangest sort of anger. I hold him closer, determined to prove that I above all others am worthy of his affections.

Master responds to the fresh intensity with vigor, placing a hand on my hip and positioning me so I'm straddling his lap. I place my palms on his chest for balance, while his fingers cup my face. I can feel his hardness poking me and an image of this position from one of my pleasure lessons flickers to the front of my mind, causing my cheeks to warm.

Much to my carefully hidden disappointment, Master breaks the kiss, his cheeks flushed as red as mine.

"So what do you want to do?" he asks, kissing my chin.

"May I please you, Master?" I ask nervously.

"You do please me."

I bite my bottom lip, "No Master." I place my hand on the bulge between his legs. "May Ipleaseyou Master? I've been trained."

He looks at me for a long moment; I can almost see the battle in his head reflected in his eyes. Finally, he gives me a stiff nod. With a mixture of excitement and anxiousness akin to my first day in Master's service, I slide down his legs until I am kneeling on the floor. My hands tremble slightly as I fumble with his jeans.

He grabs my hands, stopping me. "Only if you want to. I mean it, Rose."

"I want to Master," I say quickly, "I'm just afraid of disappointing you."

"You could never disappoint me," he says softly, before releasing my hands.

On my second attempt I manage to unbutton and unzip his jeans, pulling them down with his help to reveal his black underwear, which seem barely able to contain his hard manhood. We're taught that men come in all sizes and to feign appreciation, if not eagerness, for those who fall short of a satisfying size. However, I can tell already there will be no need for me to feign anything.

With a new sense of excitement, I help him pull down his boxers, having to fight back a giggle as his cock pops up in front of me. I reach out to touch him, looking into his beautiful eyes for permission before allowing my fingertips to brush his flesh. I've only practiced this on plastic replicas before, so I'm surprised by how hot he is as I caress him with curious fingers.

I stop myself before I can get too lost in the new sensation. Now Is absolutely not the time to get distracted! I focus instead on my training and, making sure to maintain eye contact, I gently lick the underside of his head, causing him to let out a low moan.

Delighting in his reaction, I lean forward and suck his cock between my lips. The taste is odd, but not unpleasant. However, I'm barely halfway down his shaft and my mouth already feels full. Fighting down a wave of panic that I may not, in fact, be able to satisfy him, I begin to bob up and down, focusing with every fiber of my being on not scraping him with my teeth.

"Oh...fuck!" Master hisses, grabbing onto the material of the sofa behind his head in apparent ecstasy.

Spurred on, I take a deep breath and take him as deeply as I can, pausing for a moment before releasing him with a slurp. A string of pre-cum trails from my lip as I catch my breath. I let out a low moan of excitement as Master gently cups the back of my head, guiding me to his glistening member.

I melt into his control and, paradoxically, feel suddenly free. All the stress and worry of the last few days melts away as I become his, totally and completely. I offer no resistance as he guides my mouth to his cock, becoming an extension of his will, of his body. The feeling of completeness pools in the very lowest pit of my stomach to form a molten longing that I don't think my fingers could ever quench.

"I'm going to come soon," Master warns.

Preparing myself for what's to come, I make sure my lips are sealed around his member. I know from my lessons that Master will be very angry if I dribble, sputter, or otherwise disgrace myself, and I refuse to let that happen! My attentions draw a string of expletives from my owner's mouth and he pushes down a little more forcefully on the back of my head before pulling me away at what I'm sure is the last minute.

I stare at him, confused as the euphoric feeling of his control slips through my fingers like fine sand. Dropping my eyes, I fight back the bitter disappointment rising in my chest. I must have done something to displease him.

"M... Master?"

"Your turn," he grins, his cheeks glowing red.

Chuckling at my look of bewilderment he stands, pulling me up with him. Almost at once his lips meet mine. There's a brief moment of hesitation as he remembers where my mouth has been, but it passes quickly and soon he is pushing me in the direction of his bed while unbuttoning his shirt, his hungry mouth never leaving my lips.

Soon, the back of my legs are pressed against the edge of the bed and I have to throw my arms around him to stop myself from toppling over. He stops kissing me just long enough to pull off his shirt, letting it flutter to the floor behind him before he attacks the hem of my vest with the same enthusiasm and I'm quickly striped of the garment.

To my delight, the sight of my lacy bra renders him temporarily mesmerized, and I bounce on the balls of my feet to add to his enjoyment. I was worried, as I have been since I hit puberty, that my breasts are too small to satisfy my owner. But seeing the look on his face fills me with a newfound confidence. Master is kind even when he doesn't intend to be!

I gasp as Master gently runs a finger across the hard nub of my nipple; even through the fabric I'm incredibly sensitive there. A grin splits his face, and he rushes to unhook my bra. I barely manage to hide my giggle at his awkward attempts to undo the catch, leaning into and kissing his firm chest while he struggles.

My fingertips are just moving over his smooth flat stomach when he succeeds in releasing the catch, my bra joining the crumpled vest on the floor. He smiles at me sheepishly before pushing me down onto the bed. I sit at first, but soon his kisses have me laying on my back. With my arms stretched above my head I arch my spine, aching for him to play with my sensitive nipples again.

"Mmm...someone's impatient," Master says, breaking away from the kiss.

"I'm sorry Mast-" My words are cut short by the moan that escapes me as he sucks my whole nipple into his wet hot mouth. While lavishing one nipple with his tongue, he uses his hand to tweak the other, sending bewitching lightning bolts of pleasure shooting down my spine.

It doesn't seem like my chest is Master's intended destination though, because he's soon kissing his way down my stomach while undoing the top button of my shorts. I lift my hips as he starts to pull on the waistband and, moments later, I'm left wearing only a pair of very damp white panties.

I wiggle my hips in what I hope is a seductive way. It's so difficult to follow what I learned in the clinical lessons at the compound when my body is screaming out to be touched. It's so hard to focus when even the smallest change in my Master's posture has me shivering in eager anticipation.

"I want you to call me by my name," Master insists sternly, tucking his fingers into the waistband of my panties.

"I can't Master!" I protest, rotating my hips so that the slick fabric he's holding rubs against my core.

"Yes you can. No one has to know. I don't want to be your Master, Rose, I just want us to be together. Don't you want that?"

I look away, the phantom pain of every whip and cane stroke burning against my back and bottom. It feels like a monster is standing on my chest as my head spins with all the ways a girl like me can be punished. I feel paralyzed, unable to move or speak, but something Master said suddenly hits me. He wants us to be together; he wants me!

"I do...I mean I want us." I pause, taking a deep breath as our eyes meet. "I want to be with you... Dan."

He leans forward to kiss first my forehead then my lips. "Thank you." His voice is a hushed, "I know that was difficult."

I simply nod as he swiftly pulls down my panties. I close my eyes in trepidation, expecting to feel his hardness pushing at my entrance. I don't believe Master would hurt me on purpose, not even after I broke one of the overriding edicts in his presence. But I've been told it will hurt my first time and so, as I always do when I know pain is coming, I brace myself.

Something about my braced body must amuse my owner, because he chuckles. I feel the bed move, then gasp in surprise as I feel his hot breath against my inner thigh.

"I told you it was your turn," he teases, kissing my thighs gently.

I squirm, his gentle touches causing an almost painful yearning in my lower belly.

"So impatient," he laughs, running his tongue up my hot sex. My moan turns to a yelp of pleasure as he flicks the sensitive nub peeking out from under its hood. The sensation is unlike anything I could achieve with my own fingers and I melt into the bedclothes, putty in my Master's hands.

He explores my wet opening with his fingers while he licks and nips at my sensitive clit. The combined assault on my most intimate area is building within me a wave of pressure that longs to be let free. My breathing becomes ragged as I gasp and moan under his relentless attention.

"Oh! Oh eternal stars!" I squeal as he pushes me over the edge. Hot waves of pleasure ripple through my body, blurring my vision with their intensity. My hands cling to the sheets as I slowly come down from my orgasm, leaving me a gooey lump of contentment.

Instinctively, I wrap my arms around Master as he climbs on top of me, tasting my own juices on his lips as I kiss him lovingly. His hardness pokes my thigh and I adjust myself so that our bodies are aligned. I know what he wants to do; I want it too.

"Good girl," Master murmurs, sliding into my slick opening.

I close my eyes, expecting excruciating pain, but there's only the slightest of pressure, a gentle burn. He slowly starts to move, his thrusts cautious at first, before building into a steady rhythm. I nuzzle his neck while he fucks me, enjoying the new sensation and the closeness to my Master.

I rotate my pelvis in time with his thrusts, enjoying the look on his face as he draws near to his climax. My sex is still a little sensitive from my first orgasm, but I can feel the pressure building there again as I discover the most pleasurable positions for Master to enter me.

With a final grunt and a hard thrust, Master buries himself inside of me, his cock pulsing as he coats my womb with his seed. He stays on top of me until his breathing starts to return to normal and his member begins to soften.

"That was amazing," he says with a contented sigh, rolling off of me and onto his pillows.

"Yes Master!" I say happily, scooting over to cuddle against his side. "Umm Master?" I ask nervously.

"I told you," he groans, "Use my name."

I swallow hard, "Dan, may I go and clean myself up please? Your stuff, it's..." I gesture vaguely to my crotch where his still hot seed is slowly seeping out onto my thigh.

"Go," he laughs, "And thank you for using my name, you're a good girl."

Beaming with pride, I rush off to his bathroom.

When I return my owner is soundly asleep. Smiling to myself, I climb into bed beside him. Finding a comfortable position, I let myself drift off to sleep with the familiar feeling of a purr deep in my throat.

— — —

Dan

I wake from my impromptu nap with a smile on my face. Rose's naked form is draped over me, her cheek pressed against my chest. It's easy to see how the naturally submissive Lower Vil where enslaved by the first race that found them. Poor bastards probably tried to give the Vil a hug and ended up in chains about fifteen seconds later. I wonder what their culture was like before the Vil decided they needed 'protecting'?

Could the lower Vil even go back to how they were? They've been breed on Vil for generations and on earth for the last forty years, slowly losing their similarity to the scaled Vil in favour of a more human look. But the effects are skin deep, there's no escaping the fact that Rose enjoys being controlled. Even if it's only a guiding hand she seems to relax immediately - is that training or nature?

Nature seems the more obvious, if not depressing, answer.

Am I helping her when I tell her she's a good girl? The first time I said it was a mistake, but her reaction...I've never seen her so happy and proud, so pleased with herself. It feels wrong to praise her like a dog, but, on the other hand, if it makes her happy is it such a bad thing? Especially if I use it as a reward for independent behaviour. Perhaps to encourage her to act less like a slave I'm going to have to act a little more like a Master.

Absentmindedly stroking her cheek with the back of my fingers, I wonder how we ended up in bed together. We seem to have gone from first kiss to first fuck at roughly the speed of light. Earlier when she offered herself to me, I was afraid I was somehow forcing her, but based on her reactions she wanted me just as much as I wanted - still want - her. Not the timid Lower Vil that was given to me, but an equal, a lover.

As carefully as I can, I slip out from under my sleepy slave girl; she grumbles unhappily but doesn't wake. Content to let her rest, I head off to the bathroom, thoughts of our rapidly complicating relationship still bouncing around in my head.

After having a quick wash and changing into some loungewear, I return to find her wrapped around one of my pillows, her bare back exposed by the shifting covers. Her markings are truly beautiful; I doubt even a master tattoo artist could achieve such complex yet clean patterns, even with the aid of modern hand stabilizing technology.

Bewitched, I perch on the edge of the bed, using a fingertip to trace a path in her natural maze until she stirs under my touch and I guiltily pull my hand back, hoping she will fall back to sleep.

"Maze game?" she whispers, sounding hopeful.

"What's that?" I ask, silently cursing myself for waking her.

She jerks, her eyes flying open. "Master! I'm sorry, I thought you were one of my sisters."

I place a reassuring hand on her shoulder as she makes to sit up, "What's the maze game?"

"Oh." She seems a little taken aback, "It's something my sisters and I used to do, Master. A contest to see who can find the longest path in the markings."

"And who won?" I ask with a grin, finding a new route in her beautifully decorated back and following it with my finger.

"Me, Master," she replies proudly, a soft purr in her throat. "Dahlia found a path all the way from my neck to my..." she pauses, the visible portion of her cheek reddening, "to between my legs, Master."

"I look forward to following in Dahlia's noble steps," I say with a laugh. "Are you hung-" A knock on the door interrupts my question. I guess that means my family have returned from their respective jobs while we slept. Flicking the covers over Rose (who is trying hard not to show how disappointed she is that the game is over), I call for whoever's outside to enter.

"Dan." Jezebel strides in, a worried look on her face, the seriousness made somewhat comical by the ridiculousness of her outfit. Zack, dressed in a glittering suit, hovers in the corridor behind her, eyes fixed obediently on the floor. "You need to come downstairs, there's someone here about..." She gestures to the girl in my bed.

What could someone possibly want with Rose? My eyes move from her back to my sister before speaking. "Rose, shower and get dressed but stay up here, I'll be back for you soon."

"Yes, Master," she says promptly, scampering out from under the covers to hurry to the bathroom, not a care in the world that she's completely naked.

Rolling my eyes at the closing bathroom door I walk over to my sister. "Better go and see what this is about I guess?"



"Seems serious," she replies, before a smirk spreads across her face. "So what was my little brother doing with a naked girl in his bed?" she asks gleefully.

"Later," I groan. "Much, much later. Like when we are both dead."

Jezebel simply crackles with laughter.

Zack stands at attention as we reach the door. "Mistress, may I have permission to speak?"

"What is it?" My sister says, not unkindly.

"I met Rose this morning, and she seemed overwhelmed by choosing her own clothing. I had to assist her. Perhaps Master Dan would like me to aid her again?"

My sister looks at me, her eyebrow raised.

"Thank you, Zack, that would be great," I say, still a little startled by his revelation. Had I somehow put Rose in a situation that was too much for her without even realizing it? Surely she can handle dressing herself?

Together Zack and I stare at Jezebel, waiting for her approval. "Fine," she sighs, "Now come on Dan, he's waiting."

He? Who the hell would even know about Rose? My sister would have posted about her on every social media link in the known universe, I'm sure. But even so I can't see a connection there. Would my friends have said something to someone? They were not exactly happy about my involvement with Rose and the slave trade. But regardless of how they feel about me they would never do anything to harm a Lower Vil, right?

I walk ahead of Jezebel into the lounge, still racking my brain for some detail I may have missed over the last few days. However, my chain of thought is broken abruptly by the man perched on the arm of our armchair with mock casualness that is fooling no one. Sitting directly across from him with a frown on both of their faces are my parents, and Emily, who's kneeling at my father's feet. I can't see her downcast face clearly, but from what I can see she looks decidedly forlorn.

The stranger grins at me as I approach, a gold tooth glinting amongst his pearly whites. If I had to describe him in one word it would be slimy. Not physically, of course; he's well-groomed with a wafer thin moustache and thinning black hair, but he carries the aura of a seedy used car salesman.

"Ah, this must be the man!" He stands up, offering his hand.

We share the briefest of handshakes before he continues with an introduction. "Ernie Richardson, don't call me Dickson and we'll be friends for life." He throws my father a smirk, which is only half-heartedly returned.

"Err, hi," I say, wiping my palm on my trousers absentmindedly.

"Now, lad, I recently sold your father a girl. All above board corse' but thing is, I'm an honest salesman and I gotta tell you the girl's defective. She's no good I'm afraid, and see I asked myself, I said Ernie it's not right leaving a young man with a inferrer product, I said that to myself yes I did." I glance over at my dad, who shrugs, looking a little embarrassed. "So, I will be needing her back. But how about I give you twelve thousand credits, three to pay back your old man, nine for you. Can't say fairer than that now can you?"

"No," I reply simply. "What do you mean defective?"

"No?" He says the word as if he's not sure he fully understands the meaning. "Well, it's her mind ain't it? Always is with them Lower Vil. Useful things but damn fragile."

"She's shown no signs of mental problems," I reply sullenly. Well, other than falling into that whole catatonic state thing earlier. But I'm not going to mention that.

"It will come lad, trust me. And you don't want to be witness to that. Believe me, I've been in the trade a long time. Seen it all."

"Then I will take her to a doctor." I shrug.

His face visibly pales. "Ah lad, well doctors see. What you have to understand see. She can't be helped and the amount of credits some quack would charge you? No, I can't do that to you lad, I won't. I'm an honourable man."

"Rose is not for sale," I say curtly. I have no idea what this creep wants with her, but I'm sure it's not good.

"Right, right. Let's say twenty thousand credits." Behind me Jezebel gasps. It's a lot of money, enough for the most expensive slave or a solid down payment on an apartment. "You could replace her easily with that kind of credit in your palm. And I'm your man to get you anything you want," he pauses. "Anything, younger than selling age if that's what you're into."

I take a step back, disgusted. "Rose. Is. Not. For. Sale." I say slowly, with force behind each word.

"Greg!" The salesman turns desperately to my father. "Talk some sense into the boy!"

My dad considers what I assume is his friend with a newfound disdain, before turning to me. "It's a lot of money, and if what he says is true, then he sold me a defective product." His gaze suddenly finds Ernie and there is nothing even pretending to be friendly there anymore. If there's one thing my dad hates above all else, it's being on the receiving end of a bad deal.

"That's why I'm here to make it right, ain't it?" Ernie says, holding up his hands in a perfect show of innocence.

Dad ignores him, continuing to talk to me. "If she's going to become sick it might be for the best, even if whatever is affecting her is curable you won't be able to afford the medical bills. No, my advice is to end it now before you become too attached."

"I still don't understand this illness he claims she has," I say, more to myself than my father. "Her ident chip would have been monitoring her since the day she was born. If she were going to become sick it would have been noted on her registration docs, right?"

"We are still waiting for her registration papers," my father says with a pointed look towards the salesman.

Tugging at his collar, the slimy little man looks between all of us. "Look, I need that girl back." He rubs his palms together nervously. "She was never mine to sell-"

"You sold me stolen goods!" Dad roars, startling Emily who nearly falls over but manages a grab for the coffee table just in time.

Rose does not count as 'goods' but now hardly seems the best time to remind anyone.

"Get the hell out of my house," Dad growls dangerously, and apparently Ernie, like us, knows to get the hell out of town when my father uses that tone.

I follow him to the door under the pretense of showing him out, but really just making sure he doesn't try to kidnap Rose. The sun is bathing the gravel drive in warm red light as I open the front door for my unexpected, and most unwelcome, guest.

"That girl is going to cause you nothing by misery lad, trust me." He frowns, pulling something from his jacket pocket. "Here's my card, just in case you change your mind." I notice his confident trader speech has vanished as he hands me a tiny rectangle of white card. Who the hell still uses paper cards for sharing contact info?

"I won't." I reply, closing the door on the man who was responsible for bringing Rose into my life, and who now seems to be desperate to get her back. What in the name of all the eternal stars is going on?
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— — —

Dan

With a loud hum and the distinct sound of gravel being ripped asunder, Rose's would-be new owner departs. Frowning, I start the slow walk back to the lounge, not entirely sure I want to face my family just yet. I really cannot work it out; why was he so desperate to buy a slave girl who, according to him, was about to lose her mind?

Deliberately slowing my pace, I consider the facts. So, he's my dad's friend, and, if he can be believed, he's worked in the slave trade for years. As if that's something to boast about. Presumably his current, or possibly last, place of employment was the compound where Rose grew up. That makes sense; Rose had been isolated and complete compliance is just her nature. It wouldn't have been hard to spirit her away in the dead of night.

After that, things are a little fuzzy. If his employers knew that he had stolen Rose, why had they not gone to the enforcers? I suppose he could be trying to get her back before his trail was inevitably discovered, but unless he planned to kill her she would tell whoever questioned her exactly where she had been the moment they asked. So perhaps he's acting on behalf of his bosses, but then why would they rely on the same swamp ooze who stole her from them in the first place? No, that doesn't seem very plausible.

I stop off at the kitchen to get a glass of water that I don't really want, still thinking hard. Perhaps he's found out her true worth and wants to re-sell her to a better bidder. But then why offer so many credits? He would be extremely lucky to make even a small profit from that deal. So, personal use perhaps? But then, he had her in his care and sold her for three thousand credits. Now three days later he's happy to spend seventeen thousand more to get her back?

None of it makes sense. Unless the reason he wants Rose isn't her beautiful skin, but what lies underneath. Or more importantly, what doesn't. But that's impossible, just impossible. I've been reading too many crime thrillers.

Unable to avoid my family any longer - at least without raising suspicions - I walk into the living room, asking the question that has been burning a hole in my mind before anyone else can say anything.

"Dad, does your tablet have an ident scanner in it?"

He looks confused for a moment before pulling out the intricately folded collection of transparent glass panes that make up his tablet. Most of these devices don't come with the ability to scan ident chips, since getting someone's name so impersonally from the nano chip in their hand is considered rude. And on top of that, the extra security needed to safeguard against everything from scammers to Vil hackers puts a hefty price tag on top of an already costly gadget. The only people who use tablets with ident scanners are businessmen, like my father, to whom missing a name or not quite catching the company of a client working for him could cost him big.

"Course it does," he shrugs, "Why?"

"Can it read Emily's chip?" I ask.

My mum and sister look at me confusedly as my father shrugs one again.

"Girl!" Without needing further prompting, Emily offers up her hand to her Master, who scans it with a loud ping. "Shows her name and emergency contact info, what exactly is the point of all this?"

"Emily, could you go and fetch Rose and Zack from my room?" She looks to her owner for permission before hurrying away.

"There's no point, I hope, but given that she's 'stolen goods'," I finger quote, "It's worth a try, right?"

"So you can find her rightful owner and return her," my father says, bristling with an anger that my sister and I have learned to fear. "All while I'm out three thousand credits."

"I'm not returning Rose," I say, a little too quickly.

"Power of the pussy," Jezebel observes with a snigger, dangling her legs over the side of the armchair.

"Jezebel Fallow, you watch your language," Mum scolds, but gives me a proud look; the same encouraging little smile she used to use when I managed to score a point in zero-grav zoon ball, back when I was young enough to think I could find common ground with my father.

I intently begin to pace as the room fills with an awkward silence as thick as pea soup. So much so that the creek of the door as Emily returns startles everyone. Suddenly the centre of attention, Emily's cheeks redden, and she hurries to kneel at her Master's feet. Zack, who was trailing behind her, moves at once to Jezebel, leaving a nervous looking Rose to scamper over to me.

"Stand please, Rose," I say before she can damage her knees in her enthusiasm to kneel; honestly, most Lower Vil must have arthritis by the time they're thirty. "We need to scan your right hand. Is that alright?"

My mother tuts but Rose raises her hand obediently. I take a step back, enjoying the contrast of her red hair against the white of the summer dress that she's wearing. With a grunt like an old mule my father rises from the sofa, walking over to us with a frown.

"Hold still," I tell her, "This won't hurt."

Her eyes drop to the ground as my dad steps in front of her. I say nothing as the tablet is held just above her hand, the room falling silent as we wait for the ping.

And wait, and wait.

My father, apparently in a state of disbelief, begins to move the tablet all over her body, from the top of her head to her bare toes. I'm half convinced that he's going to stick the device up her skirt but, thankfully, she's spared that indignantly.

My head spins with the enormity of the situation.

"What does this mean?" my mother asks in a hushed voice.

"I have no idea," I admit.

"It's impossible," my father says, looking at his tablet as if the device had personally offended him. "Perhaps she had it removed!" He roughly grabs Rose's hand, holding it close to his squinting face. Rose whimpers softly, looking up at me with big, confused eyes.

"Let her go!" I slap his hand away and pull Rose into my arms. The sudden affection raises eyebrows around the room. "You see a scar?" I ask, gently stroking Rose's back. Ident chips are extremely difficult to remove once implanted, they bond to a major vain in the hand and leave one hell of a scar, assuming the patient even survives the ministrations of whatever back alley doctor is crazy enough to perform the procedure.

Dad seems to be in a bit of a daze, "I thought I was getting a girl with a bit of an attitude problem or something, not..." He pauses. "Not this..." He shares a worried look with my mother.

"She has to go, Dan," Mum twists her fingers tighter in her lap as she speaks. "I'm sorry, but we can't take the risk. And you heard your father's friend, he'll give you twenty thousand credits to make this problem go away." I've never heard her sound so cold or detached; she won't even look at me.

Rose tenses in my arms, a tiny, barely audible, whimper escaping her. "No," I reply fiercely. "I'm not selling her no matter what."

"And if we all end up in jail because of her?" Mum asks icily.

Jezebel bolts upright. "That could happen?"

"Ident chips are not legally required," I say, trying to sound more confident than I feel. Humans are not forced to have the chips implanted, but I seriously doubt the Lower Vil are given such liberties.

A sentiment my father echoes backs at me with a grimace.

"Anyway, as long as Rose stays inside no one will even think to suspect that there's a problem. Hell, you went shopping for an entire day and never once picked up on the fact that she isn't chipped."

"What about the freak though?" she asks, "He must know right?"

"Yeah?" I shrug, "What can he do about it? He stole Rose, he can't exactly go to the enforcers and the compound must already know about her, there's no way they couldn't."

"That's true," my sister says thoughtfully before leaning back into her seat, her panic evaporating in mere moments. Jezebel is the kind of person who can be furious with you one minute and laughing with you the next; she just doesn't seem to hold onto bad moods for as long as the rest of us. Then again, she makes up for lost time in just how bad her bad moods can get.

Unfortunately, my parents weren't so easily appeased. "I'm sorry, I truly am," Dad says, not meeting my eyes as he grabs Rose by the upper arm. "But your mother's right, it's too dangerous to keep her."

There's a tiny squeak of distress as Rose is yanked away from me, her hands clutching at my shirt for a second before her training kicks in and she dutifully lets go.

"You're condemning her to death!" I snarl angrily as my mother steps between us, placing her palm against my chest.

"They don't kill people at the compounds, son, you of all people should know that," Dad replies in what I imagine he thinks is a soothing tone.

"They don't kill Lower Vil with trackers," I correct him. "They can do whatever they like to Rose and they will. You're not stupid, you know how this ends for her."

"We don't know that for sure," he replies flatly. "Regardless, I'm sure the girl would not want to put you at risk. Would you?" he asks, prompting Rose.

"No Sir," she whimpers, green eyes pleading with mine across the void between us.

"Fuck you!" I retort, "Don't you dare try and put this on her. This is your choice." I pause, standing up a little taller. "What did grandad James use to say?"

"Dan..." My mother warns. But it's too late, I've found my trump card. By all accounts, my grandfather on my father's side was a hero, a star pilot fighting on the very front lines of the war. Although he did this for almost all of his adult life, for someone whose whole life story was written in blood, he was the kindest and wisest man I ever knew. And to my father, he was nothing short of a god.

Despite her best efforts to remain obedient and composed, silent tears begin to fall from Rose's now downturned eyes. "Whatever justifications you think you have, at the end of the day it's your finger on the trigger. Denying that is a worse sin than the murder," I quote.

A hush falls over the room as I finish speaking. My parents look at each other, a worried frown crossing my father's forehead. Surprisingly, Jezebel is the first to speak. "Dan's right. We're not a good family, but we're not killers." She strokes Zack's hair as she speaks. "If Rose stays inside no one will know, right?"

"Stars help me," Dad says, pushing Rose away angrily, causing her to stumble and fall to the floor. "She doesn't leave this house and we don't talk about this to anyone, even family. The first sign that something is amiss and she's gone. Clear?"

I nod, side-stepping my outraged mother to pull Rose up into my arms. Oblivious to the rest of the world, I kiss away the errant tears on her cheeks before letting her hide her red face in my shoulder.

"I'm ordering pizza," Jezebel announces, kissing the top of Zack's head as she gets to her feet. "Anyone else in?"

Pizza has been the traditional food of choice after a family argument, and we all somberly agree to chip in. Looking down at the girl in my arms, I wonder if she has any concept of the kind of trouble she could rain down on us, just by being her? Then I wonder, knowing what I know now, If I would still have taken her in? I can't picture a universe in which I wouldn't.

— — —

Rose

Master saved me. I can hardly believe it; he fought with his own family to protect me! I snuggle closer into his chest in the vacant lounge. I wish I knew exactly what I did to earn the ire of Master's parents. I know they couldn't find something in my hand, and that someone else wanted to buy me? But I still don't really understand how it all fits together; perhaps if I'm a very good girl Master will explain. Then again, it's becoming harder and harder to define exactly what being a good girl for my Master entails.

"Food is ready Master Dan," Emily's voice startles the pair of us, my owner being just as lost in thought as me.

"Thanks Ems," Master says, helping me to my feet before standing up himself. I notice that Emily is looking at me apprehensively, her eyes darting to my Master before returning obediently to the floor; it's a wonder she doesn't get dizzy.

"You can speak to Rose if you want," Master says kindly, correctly interpreting her desire.

"I'm so glad you're allowed to stay!" Emily squeals, throwing her arms around me.

I return the embrace nervously; the spines under Emily's blonde hair look very sharp. But when I tentatively press my cheek against them, they turn out to be as soft as Barnaby's fur.

"Come on you two, you can cuddle later," Master laughs. Slightly flushed, Emily and I follow him into the dining room.

Master's mother glares at me as I approach the table. I give my owner a pleading look, hoping he will allow me to kneel on the floor beside his chair like Emily and Zack. But he either ignores or, more likely, misreads my look, pulling out a chair for me to sit on.

Taking my seat, I keep my eyes downcast. I don't want to anger Master's family further, although my equal position amongst their ranks is doing a good job of annoying them anyway. Emily smiles broadly up at me as Master kisses the top of my head. I return her grin, reminded that no matter how displeased with me the rest of his family is, Master will protect me.

I have to hide a giggle at the contented look on Zack's face as his Mistress slowly strokes his hair, his cheek pressed into her thigh. She's a kind Mistress. Not as kind as my Master, of course. But then again, even in stories Masters are not as kind or as wonderful as mine. With thoughts of this afternoon's events banished, for now, I lower my head obediently and wait to find out why Mistress Jezebel is so excited about the round food called pizza.

— — —

As a rule, we are not supposed to have a favourite food or drink, simply because a Master can decide to take that favoured thing away from you at any time and it's foolish to become too attached. Still, as I cuddle next to my owner in front of Master's view screen, I can't help assigning pizza as my favourite food.

Master strokes my hair as we watch a movie, his hands expertly caressing the back of my neck and my head, finding the small patch of downy hair that causes an involuntary rumble in my throat. I have to work hard to keep focused on the film. I've never really seen a movie before; they showed us short clips of things that couldn't be fully taught via photographs. And the wardens made us watch that video, to teach us just what happens to those who break one of the overriding edicts. Suppressing a shudder, I remind myself that I've broken two just today.

In fact, this particular film doesn't even show real humans; it's computer animated. The story is intended for children, I think. But it isn't very realistic; the main character is a princess who lives in a castle, yet there are no Lower Vil around to care for her. Then again, some of the animals are behaving not at all how I've been taught animals should act, so maybe it's a purposeful inconstancy.

Despite my initial reservations, I find myself getting into the movie and, by the time Master pauses the screen on a list of scrolling names, there's a huge smile on my face.

"Did you like that?" Master asks, looking down at me with a grin to match my own.

"Yes! I've never experienced a story like that!" I blush at my own enthusiasm, "Our stories are about girls like me finding our owners, Master," I explain.

"Which do you prefer?"

I'm about to tell him that the books from my childhood are of course my preference, but after seeing a new story where the protagonist is allowed to be a hero in her own right? Now I'm not so sure. "I don't know Master. I enjoy both." A safe compromise.

"Would you like to watch another?" Master asks, pleased with my answer for reasons I can't fathom.

"Yes Master," I reply at once, more than happy to spend another few hours cuddling in my owner's lap with a new story to experience. But something gnaws at me; Master still hasn't told me why his parents wanted to get rid of me, or why everyone was so interested in my hand.

"Master, may I ask a question?" I ask nervously; for the last nineteen years asking questions had run the risk of pain. Preparing for punishment is a hard habit to break.

Master strokes my cheek softly, "You may."

"What happened? Why did the device not work on me? Why did Mistress Abigail want me to leave?" The questions bust out of me in a rush, like a drowning man gasping for air. The curiosity that was quelled by fear at supper now bursts forth in a desperate gush.

"I wondered when you would ask." He nods approvingly, before his face falls. "It's a long story and, truth be told, I don't really understand everything that's happening, but I will try and explain."

I nod once, sitting up with my legs crossed so that Master has my undivided attention, missing the comfortable warmth of his body immediately.

He looks away thoughtfully for a few minutes, before beginning to speak.

"Do you know what an ident chip is?" he asks.

I shake my head.

"At its core, an ident chip is a tracker, issued and monitored by the government and forced on the general public under the illusion of choice."

His bitterness shocks me. But I don't really understand why... surely something that means that the humans in charge of other humans can find you should you become lost is a good thing? Doesn't being monitored make Master feel safe?

"Human's aren't like Lower Vil, Rose," Master says, correctly interrupting my confused look. "We cherish our freedom, and having other humans constantly keeping track of you is disturbing. They are not supposed to use the tracking function while we are not on government or public property, but..." He shrugs, "We are getting a little off topic, where was I?"

I open my mouth, wondering if that's a question I'm supposed to answer. "Your father's device couldn't find a chip under my skin?" I say cautiously, not quite able to stop myself from bracing for the pain of a sudden punishment.

"Exactly." He nods. "And as far as I know you are the only Lower Vil without an ident chip."

"I promise to stay close by Master!" I say quickly, "That way you won't need to worry about not being able to find me!"

He laughs softly, "I wish it were that simple sweetie. The problem is, I don't really know what the government might do should they discover that they can't track you, but I doubt it's anything good."

"Am I putting you and your family in danger, Master?" I ask, trying not to let my voice shake.

"No... well... maybe a little. But that doesn't matter." He frowns at my expression, "Oh no, don't even think about it."

"But Master! It's my duty to protect you!" I protest. How could he have known what I was about to say? It doesn't matter, a Lower Vil protects their owner regardless of the cost. There is no greater act of obedience than to sacrifice yourself for your Master.

"This isn't on you Rose, you don't owe me your life."

"Yes Master," I nod. It's not my place to argue with my owner. But I will protect him, even if he doesn't want me to, even if it makes me the most disobedient, awful girl in the world. I can't work out if my willful act of disobedience is a sign that my mind is fracturing or a reflection of just how I feel about my Master.

Some of my internal conflict must show on my face, because Master says, "Don't worry, we'll keep you hidden until we can work out a way around this. Everything will be fine, you'll see. In fact," he continues in what even I can tell is a falsely cheerful voice, "the worst thing to come out of all of this is that you might not be able to use Jezebel's art tablet."



He leans back into the sofa, watching me with an eyebrow raised. I'm momentarily confused, then it hits me. He wants me to ask why.

"It's disobedient to ask questions, Master," I say softly, not quite able to meet his gaze in case I have misread the situation.

"Yes Mistress," he replies, "Should I ask too many you have my permission to hit me."

The giggle escapes me before I can stop it, earning me a warm smile from my Master. He really doesn't mind when I laugh at him? Well, not at him, but at his words? My owner really is wonderfully strange. And though I'm not convinced that he's being entirely honest when he says things will be fine, I push aside the uncomfortable feeling of dread and focus instead on his jubilant expression. After all, such things are not for a slave to think about.

"May I ask a question, Master?" I ask, leaning my head against the side of the sofa so our faces are aligned.

"Rose, you have my permission from now until the end of time itself to ask as many questions as you can think of," he says, still smiling.

I'm not sure if he's really happy, or simply trying to stop me from worrying. Perhaps he's both. I ask him about why the art tablet might not work.

"Well I'm glad you asked," he smirks. "Ident chips are required to interface with almost all modern technology, bar a few notable exceptions - my bedside controls, for example. That's why I said the chips are forced on people; you're well within your rights to refuse one. But good luck catching a grav-train or even accessing your own money; calling your parents, or operating the gesture controls on a TV also need a chip. So, without one, you are pretty stuck."

I nod, not sure if Master's angry tone is because of me or his dislike for the system.

"I mean, to be fair, the chips do useful stuff as well. They can alert medical services if you get into trouble, and in women, for example, they act as a contr-" Master bolts upright, staring at me with a combination of alarm and terror.

"Master?" I ask softly.

"Contraceptive," he squeaks. "The chips are also contraceptives. Oh my bloody stars."

Suddenly he's on his feet, "I need to speak to my sister. Wait here, okay?"

"Yes Master!" I say to his rapidly retreating back, and just like that I'm all alone.

Placing my hand on my stomach I let my owner's words sink in before grabbing a pillow and hugging it tight to my chest. It seems impossible. But if Master's right then that must mean... I'm pregnant?


Willing Slave, Unwilling Master Ch. 06

Hey all. Sorry this chapter took so long to get out. (I feel like I've said that phrase before.) But truthfully I am sorry for all the delays. Thank you all so much for your patience, and an extra big thank you too all the people who emailed me with offers of proofreading.

Speaking of proofreaders I would like to thank John Blackhawk for this work on this chapter. Anyone who volunteers to deal with my terrible grammar and spelling is a brave soul indeed. =D

Anyway, enjoy chapter six!

— — —

I must have done something seriously fucking bad in a past life to deserve the situation I'm dealing with right now. Or perhaps not even in a past life, maybe the universe took one look at how perfect Rose is and said: 'well screw that guy'. Punching the wall angrily I hurry to my sisters room, not completely sure what help she's going to be, but I honestly don't know who else I can turn to.

It's one thing to hide a lower Vil without an ident chip. Well in fact it's a massive, unprecedented, terrifying thing to hide Rose, but it's conceivably doable. Hiding a baby? No, wait, multiple babies from the government? That's next to impossible. And that's not even taking into account that I'm no where near ready to be a father, and Rose, who I force myself to remember I've known less than four days is not ready to be a Mother. For stars sake, she can't even dress herself without help.

I don't so much knock as hammer on my sister's door. There's a yelp of alarm and a few moments later i'm met with a thoroughly pissed off looking Jezebel standing wrapped in her bedclothes. It's a little early for her to have been asleep isn't it?

"What." She says in a tone that could strip paint.

"I need to talk to you."

"I'm kind of in the middle of something." She says, moving to shut the door.

"Rose hasn't got an ident chip." I say desperately, placing my hand on the handle before she can close me out.

"Tell me something I don't know." She glowers.

"We slept together."

She gives me a look somewhere between pity and disgust, crossing her arms across her chest.

"Jezebel what does an ident chip do for a women that it doesn't do for a man?" I ask, looking around in case one of my parents or their slaves are on the prowl.

My sister's eyes grow wide as she suddenly catches on. "Did you..."

I nod.

"Shit." She says in an awed voice.

"Yeah, I need your help." I say softly.

Despite outward appearances, I'm far closer to my sister than I am my parents. She used to baby-sit for me when they were both working. I don't agree with her stance on the lower Vil of course, but I don't think she mistreats Zack either. In fact I think she relies on him far more than she will ever admit.

"You better come in," She steps away from the door and I follow her into the explosion of pinkness that is her bedroom. "Sorry Zacky, we have a visitor."

It takes me a moment to locate her lower Vil, but when I do I instantly regret it. He's tied spread eagle to her bed, completely naked and sporting one hell of an erection. I'm not gay, but dear stars. How can my sister even walk after that? Suddenly her being wrapped in the sheets from her bed makes sense.

"Jez are you naked under that?" I ask; alarmed.

"Well, we were in the middle of something." She blushes. "Untie Zacky while I find something to wear." It isn't a request.

"What!" I say, the panic causing my voice to squeak. But she's already disappeared into her dressing room and closed the door.

"Good evening Master Dan." Zack says politely from the bed, apparently as comfortable with being naked as Rose is.

"Hey." I mumble, struggling with the knots at his ankles and trying desperately to keep my eyes focused on the task at hand.

"I apologize if I'm making you uncomfortable Master."

"You're not," I mumble as I finally manage to free his legs. I think I've bypassed normal levels of craziness and ventured into, as yet, uncharted realms of insanity. In this strange new realm untying my sisters naked slave while I'm contemplating impregnating Rose is all perfectly normal. I wonder when they inevitably lock me up in a nice padded cell if Rose will be able to visit? She could bring grapes and a get well soon card.

I manage to free Zack completely around the same time his mistress, now dressed in bright yellow PJ's, emerges from her dressing room. At once he hops off the bed, kneeling in front of my sister with his head bowed.

"Good boy Zacky." She coos, patting his hair like a dog. "Go find something to wear, I'll help you with this later." She gently rubs his hardness with the side of her bare foot.

"Yes Mistress, Thank you Mistress." And like that he's gone.

"So?" I say, a little impatiently.

"So... what?"

"Rose, the baby! What are we going to do?"

"Well, the normal procedure is to wait about nine months. At which point your little fuck buddy will push out of her most sensitive hole something not at all dissimilar to a watermelon and we'll all go to prison." She says with a humorless laugh.

"That's not helpful." I reply angrily.

"Well what the fuck do you expect me to do Dan?" She says in exasperation, sitting down heavily on the bed.

"Think, just think." I beg.

The problem isn't just that Rose could be expecting and calling a doctor would reveal her existence and shortly thereafter her lack of ident chip. It's that breeding Lower Vil without a permit is illegal, very illegal, in a category of crimes that threaten the peace treaty between us and the Vil. That's possibly why Rose and her sisters were not chipped, because they were bread accidentally and they pushed the company over its permitted number of new slaves.

The most obvious solution is to terminate the pregnancy, but that idea itself is riddled with problems. Firstly I don't know if humans and Lower Vil are similar enough for the procedure to work, nor do I know where I might find a doctor willing to do it. Or how I might convince said doctor to stay quiet. And most importantly I don't know how to get Rose to give her informed consent, she's not used to making decisions, and one this big? She's going to be looking to me to make the choice for her, and I can't do that. I would rather go to jail for the rest of my life than force Rose to lose her child purely because she thinks it will make me happy.

"I might have something, but it would mean letting someone else in on the secret." Jez says, frowning up at me.

"Can we trust them?" I ask.

"No. But I think I have enough leverage." She sighs, "You're a serious fuck up little brother you know that?"

"I'm fully aware." I reply, sitting down beside her on the mattress. Had the situation been less catastrophic I might have made a joke about her needing to tie a guy up to get some action. As it is I groan and continue. "We'll have to risk it, who is this guy?"

"He's a sort of doctor." She says, not meeting my eye.

"Like an oncologist?"

"More like a vet." She pauses, "In fact he's exactly like a vet, but on the upside the patient isn't human now is she?"

"She's not a dog..." I grumble, before remembering something. "Wait, didn't you used to go out with a vet?"

"Yeah."

She grimaces, "He's actually been trying to get me back for quite awhile."

"Well that's going to be awkward." I comment.

"No shit. You owe me for this." She snaps, grabbing her folded tablet from her bedside table and finding a contact on the scrolling display.

I tune out their conversation as I wait for a solid bit of good news I can hold onto; some tiny sliver of hope that my life might not be totally ruined. Not to mention Rose's life, and my parents and all the Lower Vil who has had the great misfortune to find them selves attached to my family.

"Right, eight tomorrow? That's perfect darling, my parents will be out by then. Thanks, so much, okay bye-bye now." Jezebel makes some kissing noises into the tablet come phone before hanging up.

"Thanks." I say quietly.

"Don't thank me yet. Now will you kindly fuck off, Iwasin the middle of something."

I give my sister a one armed hug before fleeing the room. I'm almost tempted to find Emily and ask if she knows anything else about Lower Vil and children, but I stop myself. I like my father's slave a great deal, but at the end of the day she is exactly that. My father's slave, she will repeat anything I say to her Master without even thinking about it. She's a pet first and my friend second.

Rose is dozing peacefully on the sofa when I get back to my room. Her hands positioned almost reverently on her stomach. Looking at how her deep red hair flows around her shoulders I can't help but feel a disappearing sort of hatred for the world we live in. Rose is the victim, yet it's likely she will be the one punished. She never chose not to have an ident chip, but it's on her head the hammer will fall hardest. It's the same with the possibility of this pregnancy. Regardless of if she consented or not I should have been the one to make sure she was safe, even though I could never have imagined she wouldn't be.

"Come on sweetie, time for bed." I say softly, kneeling down to smile at her sleepy green eyes.

She nods slowly, letting out a yawn before instinctively clapping her hands to her mouth. Shaking my head I help her off the sofa and lead her to the bathroom. Leaving her to deal with whatever she needs to deal with I head over to the shopping bags, remembering what Zack said about her finding it hard to dress herself. I'll have to talk to her about that, but not tonight.

I find a pair of sleep shorts and a shirt for her to wear, happy to see the bright smile on her face as she emerges from the bathroom and realizes she doesn't have to make any challenging choices tonight. I've noticed that she's getting better at showing her emotions. Don't get me wrong she still hides the vast majority of what she's feeling. But sometimes, like just now, I get a glimpse of her true self and it's wonderful.

"Thank you Master." She says softly, pulling the dress over her head in one motion.

I know I shouldn't, but I can't look away from her beautiful form as she slips into her night clothes.

"Do you mind if I sleep with you tonight?" I ask, patting the bed beside me.

"No Master!" She chirps, before the tiniest of frowns crosses her face. "May we cuddle Master?"

"I think that can be arranged." I grin, pulling off my shirt and climbing into my own bed for the first time in three nights. Stars I missed it.

Rose practically dives in after me, and I can't help but laugh as she wiggles herself into a comfortable position in my arms. I whisper for her to turn out the lights and her hand dutifully reaches for the controls. Thank the old gods that she doesn't need an ident chip for that bit of tech.

As her breathing slows and becomes steady I can't help but notice she never asked me about the baby. Ah well, we'll have lots of time to talk in the morning.

Now, if only sleep would come as easily for me.

— — —

Rose

I'm getting used to waking up alone. I get the covers all to myself at least, even if it's a little lonely. But still, I could have sworn Master went to bed with my last night. Unsettled I reach out for the bedside controls, a little more familiar with them now than on my first morning.

Blinking away the sudden light I sit up, it's still early, Master should really still be in bed at this time of the morning. Did I do something last night to upset him? Did I purr in my sleep? Did I mistake him for one of my sisters and-

"Good morning."

I jump, peering across the room at my owner who is sitting on his sofa, his tablet open in his lap. His hair is messy and his eyes bloodshot, with heavy bags marring his otherwise handsome face. "Good morning Master." I say uncertainly.

"Did I wake you?" he asks.

I shake my head. "No Master."

He rubs his eyes, stretching his back as he gets to his feet. "Someone is coming to see you in a bit, a doctor, of a sort. Is that okay?"

"Yes Master." He doesn't need my permission, but he seems to want it anyway. Besides I don't mind doctors, the one at the compound was always very kind to me and my sisters. I wonder if she misses us, she did see us almost every day for our entire lives after all.

The room is cold this early in the morning and I wrap the covers tighter around my body as Master begins to pace up and down. Secretly I wish he would climb back into bed and hold me close, he's definitely not himself this morning and I don't know how to make him happy again. Especially because I know I'm the reason for his worry.

So I do what I'm trained to do in any situation that I can't resolve myself. I wait for my Master to tell me what to do, following his methodical progress up and down the room anxiously.

After what feels like a long time he rounds on me. "Why aren't you freaking out?"

"Master?" I reply nervously.

I'm not sure what a 'freak out' is, but it sounds very disobedient."

"You might be pregnant and you haven't said a single word about it since we woke up, or last night. Do you even care?"

Squirming I look away. "How I feel about it is irrelevant Master, I will do as you decide."

He snarls suddenly, "Fine, fucking fine. I will let you carry the babies to birth, and then I will sell them one by one to different cruel masters as far as way as I can. They will never know you, or their brothers or sisters."

"Yes Master." I say softly, not meeting his gaze. Why would he do that? I don't understand, he's always been so kind to me. Almost instinctively my hand moves to my stomach. I can't comprehend my feelings towards being pregnant. I had been relying on my Master to tell me what to feel and how to behave. But I don't like what he's saying now, it's scary and it's making me feel something strong, something terrifying. Defiance.

"And you would be happy with that?" he asks incredulously.

"If it pleases you Master."

"Bullshit Rose, I refuse to believe you are that callous."

I look up meeting his intense gaze, every instinct I have telling me to look away. "What do you want me to do?" I whisper, furious with myself for the wetness I can feel on my cheeks.

"I want you to tell me how you really feel, show me there's something more to you than a slave. That you're worth fighting for." He doesn't sound angry any more, he sounds desperate.

I watch him for a long time before finding the courage to speak, "No."

"Excuse me?"

"No!" I almost shout, "You won't send the baby away! I'll, I'll... I don't know! But don't!" I sit back panting my heart pounding in my chest. If Master wanted me to 'freak out' I think I'm doing that now, I can't breathe, or see or even think. He's going to kill me. I'm going to be like that girl in the video, no, no, no.

Strong arms wrap around me and I struggle and whimper, but the pain never comes.

"Rose! Rose calm down!"

"I'm sorry, I'm so sorry." He says, holding my trembling body tight against his chest. I don't reply I can't. I don't understand what is happening. I was a defiant, I told my owner no, I shouted at him. How can any of the awful things I just did earn me such a fierce embrace?

"I don't understand." I splutter, fighting back the sobs that threaten to overwhelm me. "I'm being disobedient!"

"Shhh Rose, Shhh. Wanting to protect your child isn't disobedient." He sighs sadly, wiping the tears from my eyes with his thumbs. "Sweetie we're in a whole world of trouble right now, and none of it is your fault. But I need you on my side here Rose, I need to know you are something more than a mindless drone."

He kisses my cheek softly, "Freedom scares you doesn't it?"

I nod. Not quite sure what to say.

"Why?"

My tears start to abate as I slip back into a more familiar situation; my owner holding me while asking questions I would never expect a Master to ask. I'm still a little shaken and disturbed, but I'm able to push my feelings down as I've been trained to do. The fact I can hear Master's heart thumping in his chest also helps me to relax.

"Our minds cannot handle being free Master, we fall apart without someone to controlling us. Please Master, I just want to spend my life making you happy, that's enough for me."

"What about your happiness?" He asks.

"I don't know Master." I reply honestly. "Making you happy is the only happiness I require."

He makes an 'hmmm' sound, "I don't think that's entirely true. You were very happy amongst the flowers and I wasn't even there. Hell, I was doing math homework, that's almost the textbook definition of unhappiness."

I push my face into his chest. "I don't know Master." My voice is a barely a whisper. It's all too much, Master is right. I do enjoy allowing my curiosity run free. But I also know it is wildly disobedient. I've known for as long as I can remember that if want to live I have to be a good girl. At the compound everything was so simple. If you were obedient there was no pain and the warm embrace of your sisters. Disobedience was always met with swift and brutal retribution.

In the real world everything is so different and confusing. The lines between good and bad are so blurred, especially with my owner pushing me to give into my curiosity. Fundamentally the rules are the same right? If I want to live I need to behave as I am trained. I need to chose, a life of obedience or a downward spiral of momentary pleasures?

How am I ever going to make a choice like that when I can't even decide which pair of panties will please my owner?

The first duty of any Lower Vil when faced with a potentially life threatening situation is to ensure the safety of their Master, after that they should protect themselves as best they can. A Master or Mistress may be inconvenienced by the death of a slave.

Following those guidelines my choice is simple. "I want to live Master." I announce.

"And you don't think you could if you were free?"

I shake my head. "No Master."

"Okay then, a compromise. I'll give you every opportunity I can for independence, but..." He silences my non-existent protest with a raised hand. "I will stay close by, and if you feel like you need it I will be the most controlling Master since my sister worked out all her friends had a crush on Zack."

I don't know what to say to that, my head has started to ache with the complexity of this conversation. One thing seems clear though, regardless of how happy - or at least content - I might be living by my training, Master clearly has no intentions of letting me. I feel trapped and it's not like I can tell Master to shut up. Or can I? What if I do it in a way I think he will enjoy?

"Dan?" I whisper.

"Y- Yes?" he stutters, his blue eyes wide.

"My head hurts."

He frowns, "Would you like some water?"

I shake my head.

"Okay," he smiles. "I'm very proud of you for using my name."

I can't keep the elation off of my face as Master lays me gently down against the pillows, his lips finding mine. Even with my head pounding and my future so uncertain I can't help but relish Master's attentions. Unfortunately as always the kissing has to end and Master positions himself behind me, pulling my back against his chest.

"We have to get up in half an hour, no point going to sleep." he whispers, moving my hair away from my shoulders. "So... Maze game?"

"Yes Master!" I say with a delighted squeak. For all that Master confuses me, he truly is wonderful.

— — —

Dan

I loathe disturbing Rose who's purring away happily in my arms. But in twenty minutes a vet's going to arrive and explain to me exactly how fucked I am. With a groan I kiss her between the shoulder blades and climb out of bed.

As I did last night I let her go to the bathroom while I pick out some clothes for her to wear.



At least we made some progress this morning with the subject of her independence. She was able to stand up for herself after a fashion and she even used my name. Though I half suspect that was just her way of shutting down an uncomfortable conversation. Then again the fact that she has the confidence to assert some level of control on our interactions is progress in of itself.

I'm going to need to try find out more about her training I think. Rose is convinced that without me in charge of her she will go insane. It's such a brilliantly cruel way of controlling someone that I'm honestly amazed no one has come up with it sooner. It uses fear, but not of a master or mistress, no. It's fear of your own mind. A constant enemy inside your head threatening you with madness the moment you step a foot out of line.

I cannot believe that any process can exist in nature that would punish an organism for completely subjective choices. The lower Vil being overwhelmed by too many choices? That I can understand. But a brain subconsciously punishing itself for being disobedient? No way. The problem - amongst a whole host of other problems admittedly - Is how to help Rose get over her fear. Saying no to me almost put her in another catatonic state.

I hand a delighted Rose her clothes for the day as she returns from the bathroom. Picturing, for a moment, her pulling her shirt over a baby bump, I shake my head. Before kissing her softly and heading off to brush my teeth, still thinking as I do. Freedom isn't something you can just give the Lower Vil like a present at Christmas, it's a hard fought process and I suspect, sadly, that not all of them will be capable of it.

For years my friends and I have dreamed of this day where we are successful and the government bans slavery overnight. Two weeks ago I would have been outraged if someone suggested that the Lower Vil deserved anything other than total freedom. But things are much more complicated now, there is no right answer. There's no single action we can take that would instantly fix the evil spread across two worlds.

My head is still spinning with thoughts as I leave the bathroom and get dressed, before collecting Rose and heading - rather intermittently - downstairs.

"Sweetie?" I say, watching Rose run her fingers gingerly over one of my Mother's many statues.

"Sorry Master." She replies, pulling her hands away quickly.

"No, it's okay." I pause. "When we are with the doctor if there is anything that makes you feel uncomfortable or upset I want you to tell me okay? Don't just suffer through because you think it will make me happy."

"Yes Master." She nods.

— — —

I must admit before I saw Andrew the vet I didn't really understand how my sister had ended up with him, she generally steers clear of the intellectual types in favor of male models and guys who spend more time on their hair than she does. But looking at him now, all elaborate hairstyle and skinny jeans I think I get the attraction.

He doesn't even look at Rose as he introduces himself in fact; he seems to only have eyes for my older sister. Who throws him such obviously false smiles I'm surprised he doesn't just turn around and leave. Are guys really that stupid? After telling my mother's pet-come housekeeper Anne that we will be busy in the dining room and must not be disturbed for any reason we get started.

"Right, could you just have her lay down on the table." Our would-be doctor asks, again acting as if Rose were invisible.

"You can speak to her yourself," I say, a tad grumpily.

"My apologies, miss would you kindly?"

Now in full slave mode Rose hops up onto the table, looking at me nervously before laying back and fixing her eyes on the ceiling. I suppose to her it's a compromise, because she's unable to stare at the floor. I sit down beside her head and take her hand as the vet heaves a large red bag on the table and begins to rummage.

My confidence in the procedure is not helped by the fact that every gizmo he produces is marked: 'Medi-Pet-Tech!' in big friendly letters.

"I need to lift her shirt." Andrew says, looking at me.

"Is that okay Rose?" I ask, because apparently no one else will bother talking to the pertinent.

"Yes Master." She replies calmly.

The game of Rose in the middle continues as a large tablet covered in a grid of glowing blue lines is slid under her lower back. At a tap from Andrew the tablet begins to beep, before starting to mold itself to the shape of Rose's back. It stops only when the once solid device could be mistaken for a patch of glowing latex. An obviously cold gel is then applied to Rose's stomach, which, like the tablet moves by itself to fit the contours of her flesh. At one point Rose's determination to be obedient must slip because she stops watching the ceiling and turns her attention fully to me. I stroke her cheek as Andrew succeeds in tearing his gaze away from sister long enough to hold a more conventional looking tablet above Rose's pale flesh.

"Hmmmm." He says, consulting the tablet in his hands.

"Yes?" I say, not quite able to keep the impatience out of my voice.

"Well she's not pregnant, but-"

"Oh thank every single one of the eternal stars." I say, kissing Rose's hand. To my surprise Rose doesn't look nearly as pleased as I am by the announcement. But whatever is troubling her will have to wait, I feel like I've dodged a bullet. Heck, I feel like I've dodged an interplanetary battle cruiser.

"But what?" My sister says, glaring at me.

"I don't know, it's weird."

"Well, she isn't an Alsatian." I point out helpfully, feeling suddenly in a much more jovial mood. "Are you sure she's not pregnant?"

"Positive," Andrew replies, "She can't be."

"What do you mean?" My sister and I say at almost exactly the same time.

"How old is she?" The vet asks, frowning at his tablet.

"Rose?" I say softly.

"Nineteen Master." She replies quietly.

"Well her womb and other sexual organs correlate with that, but her ovaries? They are like those of a much, much younger girl." He moves the black device onto Rose's side, "What's strange is that even though they are underdeveloped they are currently going through quite a drastic rate of cell growth, and are catching up to the rest of her body at an amazing rate. So much so that in a year or two they will be perfectly normal for her age and, presumably, will function normally."

"Is that normal for Lower Vil?" I ask, absentmindedly stroking the back of Rose's fingers.

"How the hell would I know?" Andrew says pointedly, "But it's the same story with her liver, only this time the organ appears to be that of a much older woman, the cell deterioration here is really strange."

"What about the rest of her?" Jezebel asks, looking over her ex's shoulder with a morbid curiosity.

With some gentle encouragement and quite a lot of tutting from my sister Rose is soon down to her bra, shivering a little on the cold wooden table. I take her hand once again. She's clearly apprehensive, though she's trying very hard to hide it. I can understand why she might be, but I have to wonder if this isn't the first time she's had something like this done to her. Minus the dining room table and vet obviously.

What did she say?'The only thing that stayed the same was the doctor. Though after we were moved she came to us, rather than us visiting her lab.'

My skin crawls as I imagine just what the hell those fuckers at the compound might have done to Rose. Despite having absolutely no rights there are laws set in place, at the Vil's insistence I'm sure, that protects the Lower Vil from the cruelest forms of torture and punishment, as well as medical and genetic testing, or just plain being killed. Not for the benefit lower Vil themselves, in the eyes of the law they are a possession, but to protect the fragile peace.

Though why a species that sold off the Lower Vil in the first place would care what happens to them on Earth is its own question.

"Wow, this girl can't decide how old she wants to be." Andrew says in amazement.

"She's nineteen." I reply coldly.

"Yeah? Tell that to her heart, or her lungs. Hell, even her skin is messed up. I've never seen such a slow rate of metabolic decay." He shakes his head. "And I notice she's not chipped? Did you abduct her from a top secret lab or something?"

"It's probably better if you don't know." Jezebel says sweetly, "Are you done?"

"I guess. I don't know what to tell you other than she's not pregnant."

"That's all we needed to know," My sister beams, "Now, I assume you can keep this hush, hush?"

"Let me think, do I want to be kicked out of veterinary college for cheating? Yeah, no, nobody will hear anything from me. But you have to keep my name out of this when she's caught, right?"

"Of course we will, silly!" Jezebel giggles, the picture of innocence. "Listen I gotta go takeover from Zacky at the office, why don't we get a drink on the way?"

The Vet's demeanor changes at once as he smoothes back his hair apparently without thinking about it. Deciding to make a run for it before they start making out I collect Rose's shirt and the girl herself, thank Andrew and with my slave girl in tow head for the gardens.

— — —

"Are you okay?" I ask as Rose kneels beside a patch of deep blue flowers.

"Yes Master." She replies distractedly.

"I wasn't happy about you not being pregnant because I didn't want you to have a child, but because it would have caused a lot of problems for us. We might even have been taken away from each other. Do you understand?" It's a stab in the dark but it seems the most likely explanation for what was upsetting her back in the house.

She nods slowly, turning to me. "You want me to have a baby Master?"

"I want it to be your choice." I say softly.

"Yes Master." She replies in a thoughtful tone.

Smirking I tussle her hair. "But for now we are going to focus all our efforts into living as uneventful lives as humanly possible. Another weekend like this one might just kill me."

To my surprise Rose actually giggles, though she looks back at me nervously. Smiling I kiss her lips. Reassured she's still a good girl she continues with her quest to investigate each and every flower, a happy purr deep in her throat.


Willing Slave, Unwilling Master Ch. 07

Hey all, sorry I haven't updated in while. Christmas, New Years and a PS4 happened. Nevertheless, I hope 2017 is treating you well so far.

I want to extend my gratitude to John Blackhawk and curiousvisitor for their editing and proofreading skills, and look forward to working with them again in the future.

Enjoy.

———

Rose

When I lived at the compound, every part of every day was so similar that time blended together, so it never made sense to have a favourite time of day, especially because with no windows or clocks my sisters and I were never entirely sure what time of the day it was anyway. Not even the wardens seemed to know. Sometimes they would be talking about their dinner while bringing us our breakfast!

But after two weeks with Master, I can say without a shadow of a doubt, that mornings are my favourite. Not breakfast time when I eat with Master and his family before tending to my chores with Miss Anne. But early morning, just as the birds are waking, safe and warm beside my wonderful owner.

For an hour or so before the rest of the world wakes up it feels like I'm the only person my Master cares about; it's wonderful. Sometimes we don't even un-phase the windows, just cuddle and talk in the darkness until the birds begin to sing.

Master is not awake yet this morning, so I kiss his shoulder softly, thinking about the day ahead. I miss him terribly when he attends his classes, especially because I have to stay hidden at home. Even with a routine to follow, I still often find myself counting down the long lonely hours.

Most of my day is spent helping Master's Mother's grumpy slave, Anne. It's not hard work, basic domestic service that I had drilled into me at a very young age. Unfortunately the simplicity of most of my chores means my mind has ample opportunity to wander, much to the annoyance of Anne, who already thinks I'm disobedient and lazy. Her attitude towards me hasn't improved since she told Master to put me on a leash before taking me outside.

Master tells me to ignore her, which is easier said than done, particularly when I'm left alone in a new room that lends itself better to exploring than cleaning. Though, having decided that yelling at me has little effect, she's now taken to providing my Master with long lists of all my many faults, along with recommended punishments for each and every one.

Luckily Master seems more interested on pinning the lists to his notice board than following through with the punishments. If I were to be handed that amount of spankings, I wouldn't be able to sit down for a week!

My owner stirs under my lips and I feel his hand brush down my side, slipping under my pyjama top to rest against my bare flesh. "Mmmmh," he sighs contentedly. "Good morning, sweetie."

"Good morning, Master," I purr happily, nuzzling his chest.

"Did you sleep well?" he asks, turning away momentarily for the bedside controls, phasing the windows to reveal the deep royal blue of an early morning sky.

"Yes, Master," I reply, taking back my comfortable spot on his chest the moment he rolls back over.

"Are you sure? I heard you coughing last night; did you go and get something to drink?"

The cough that has been plaguing me for the last week and a half is yet another bone of contention with Anne. She has it in her head, that I'm purposely making my condition worse as an excuse for being slow about my chores. Master on the other hand is almost suffocating with his concern; he insists I stay warm and even rubs my back to make me feel better after a coughing fit leaves my chest feeling like it's been crushed in a vice.

"No, Master," I say softly, suspecting he already knew the answer.

"Why?"

"Please, Master, I didn't have permission. And I didn't want to disturb your sleep."

"You need to learn to ask for the things you want," he says, tucking his fingers into the waistband of my sleep shorts. I shiver with anticipation. This is something that happens nearly every morning. Master's touches getting more and more intimate before he invariably pulls away. The whole act leaves me with a molten fire in my lower belly and no way to quench it.

I dare not touch myself, no matter how much I want to. There must be something, some act of disobedience that is a step too far and will earn me a severe punishment. Master is very kind, but he's still human. He has limits to how far I can push him, and I have no interest in finding out where those limits are.

"I want to please you, Master," I say, my voice a little hoarse.

"That's a good start."

In the semi-darkness of morning I can just see the flash of his grin.

With my pulse quickening, I scoot down lower in the bed, intending to see to the growing tent in my owner's shorts.

"Oh no, you don't," Master says, grabbing my arm softly. "Back up here, hands behind your back."

I hasten to comply with his wishes, twin shivers of dread and excitement running through me. This is the first time he has given me such a direct order and the thrill of relinquishing control to him is intoxicating. But at the same time, being ordered to put your hands behind your back is almost always followed by a restraint of some kind. My sisters and I spent long hours bound in all manner of uncomfortable positions so that we were prepared for whatever our future owners might throw at us. It wasn't a lesson I enjoyed.

"Good girl," Master coos softly as I obediently tuck my arms behind the small of my back. "Now like I said, you need to learn to ask for what you want."

I want to scream. This is another lesson! Master has been training me recently. Not in the controlled and segmented manner of the compound, but completely unannounced at random times throughout the day. He'll find some reason to give me a choice, even a trivial one like choosing between a pink or blue vest.

Though the constant threat of an unforeseen choice keeps me on edge around my owner, I must admit I prefer his way to teaching over the wardens'. At the compound the reward for doing something well was not being punished for failing to do it. But with Master it's different; he showers me with praise when I make a choice, but when he senses I'm struggling, he steps in and makes the decision for me.

"So, sweetie," my owner says, tucking a strand of unkempt hair behind my ear, "what is it you want?"

Squirming under his gaze I shrug.

"Well, that's a shame," Master says, making to get out of bed.

"Wait!" My heart thunders in my chest as he turns back to me. "May I have a kiss, Master?" I ask in my smallest voice.

"Hmmm, I don't see any Masters around here." He mimes looking around the room. "Who are you talking to, sweetie?"

"Master!" I squeal unhappily. This is so unfair! Averting my gaze I ask again, my voice barely more than a whisper, "May I have a kiss, please, Dan?"

"You're such a good girl," he whispers in return, his lips meeting mine in a passionate kiss.

I melt beneath him as he lavishes me with attention. My body responds to it in a predictably disobedient way. I groan into my Master's mouth as the soft fabric of my shirt rubs against my oversensitive nipples.

"Are you okay?" Master asks, breaking the kiss long before I'm ready.

"Yes, Master!" I reply arching my back to push my breasts forward in what I hope is a seductive manner.

I can feel his hardness against my thigh as he nods slowly, kissing my cheek before settling down into the pillows beside me.

Whimpering in need, I rub my leg against the tent in his shorts.

He groans softly, clearly as desperate to be touched as I am.

"Gah, you vile temptress, I won't give in," he laughs, "If you want something, ask for it."

"Please, touch me," I mumble, hoping he picks up on the fact I very purposefully didn't call him Master.

"Where?"

"Everywhere," I whimper.

He chuckles and begins to caress my body, his fingertips tracing the side of my belly down to my hip, sparking little jolts of pure ecstasy that congregate in the pit of my stomach like liquid fire. The only problem is that my pyjamas are preventing him from getting to the places that I'm so desperate for him to touch.

"May I take my shirt off, Master?" I ask softly.

"Who?" he replies, rubbing his palm across the underside of my breast, a huge smile appearing on his face as I quiver beneath his touch.

"Ohhhhh," I gasp, "Dan!"

"Better," he grins, "much better." With an eagerness that betrays his feigned control he practically rips off my shirt, kicking back the covers to admire my body in the pale light of morning.

He stops me as I move to return my arms to their restrictive position behind my back; telling me I can touch anything but myself while his own fevered touches centre entirely on my now exposed breasts.

Something about the way he is touching me seems to make me forget both my training and good thinking, as I reach up to his cheeks, cupping them and guiding his mouth to mine for an intense kiss before pushing his down head towards my chest.

"Touch me!" I beg as he flicks my nipple with his tongue.

"I am," he laughs, his amusement vibrating into my taut flesh, sending yet another lightning bolt of pleasure shooting down my spine as he gently pinches my other nipple.

"N- No!" I moan, "Between my legs. Please, Master, please!"

Almost trembling with anticipation I feel him push his hand down my stomach until it comes to rest with his fingers just beneath the waistband of my shorts, where he stops. With an internal groan I try and roll my hips, desperate for his fingers to explore the most sensitive part of my body.

"Dan, please," I pant.

"There's my good girl," he murmurs, pushing his hand all the way into my shorts. I squeal in delight, not just at his touch but at his words, both of which have a visceral effect on me. As Master well knows.

"Oh stars, Rose, you're soaked," he says, his words slurred as he sucks my nipple into his hot mouth.

I squeal in delight as his fingers work their way into my sex. I've been waiting days for this, struggling with myself every time I had a shower. But holding out for Master was so worth it, I could never make myself feel like this.

Undoing the string fastening my shorts I roll my hips, rubbing myself against my owner's probing fingers. He quickly catches on to where I want his full attention and he moves his thumb to gently circle my clit. The sudden combined assault on my body almost pushes me fully over the edge.

"Dan," I whimper, feeling the pressure building inside me, ready to be released at a moment's notice. Which is why it is so difficult to push out my next words. "Dan, stop."

My Master pauses at once, his mouth still only a few inches above my breast, a desperately concerned look on his face. Wincing, I suddenly wish I could take back my words.

"Are you okay?" he asks softly.

I look away, unable to handle the look on his face. It takes me a long moment to build up the courage needed to speak as I turn back to face my Master. "I want to," I pause, "I want to orgasm together."

He stares at me for several seconds, his gaze seeming to pierce the emotionless vale I've been trained to surround myself in as if it were silk. "Well, I can hardly say no to that, now can I?"

His question is rhetorical but light hearted and I let out a sigh of relief as he reaches over to his nightstand, pulling out a small silver packet. When did he get those?

I've been taught what condoms are, of course, though like a lot of things humans use, I don't really understand the point of them. In the compound they explained, that a Master might sometimes use one at the request of his wife or girlfriend, who is okay with her partner having sex with a Lower Vil, but not skin-to-skin contact.

I watch as my owner ditches his shorts, attending to himself with a slightly nervous frown. He really must be worried about getting me pregnant again, even though the person who looked at my stomach told him I couldn't be. Unless he has a girlfriend, one he sees when he goes to classes! Forcing down my panic I remind myself, that even if he does have a human girlfriend, it's not my place to object. I just secretly hope he doesn't; I want to be the only person he uses like this.

With the condom in place and his perceived dignity intact, Master turns his attention to me. "How, in the name of every eternal star, did I get so lucky?" he asks, softly kissing my lips before setting a trail of tingling kisses down my hypersensitive flesh.

My shorts are already low around my hips when my owner reaches them, and it takes hardly any effort for him to pull them off my writhing body. Stretching I bask in his hungry look.

"What do you want, Rose?" he asks, kissing the inside of my thigh.

"I want you inside of me," I groan, arching my back as he gently tweaks my nipple.

"So very, very impatient," he says with a wicked grin, moving up my body until our lips meet.

Wrapping my arms around him I rotate my hips, desperate for release from the fire burning inside me. I gasp as he rubs his hard member up and down my sex, teasing me. He laughs softly as I buck with impatience beneath him before pushing against my opening with a groan of lust.

He grunts as inch by careful inch he pushes himself into me. I let him become my whole world as I let out a low moan of delight. Slowly he increases his pace as I start to rotate my hips, watching his face contort with pleasure as we find each other's rhythm.

Suddenly he places his hand on my hip, flipping us in one quick graceful motion. With a yelp I end up straddling his body on my knees, his cock still buried deep inside me. Not breaking eye contact, I start to slowly roll my hips, enjoying the new and wonderful sensation of the long slow strokes from this angle of penetration.

Licking his lips, Master reaches for my breast, rubbing his thumb in circular motions over my nipple. I have to put a hand on his chest to balance myself as I lean forwards to give him better access to my sensitive flesh. At the same time I abandon the slow sensuous strokes with my hips for hard fast thrusts that have an immediate effect on my owner.

Hearing my Master's rapid grunts of pleasure nearly causes me to lose control, but I rein myself in. Not only because to cum before him would be the height of disobedience, but because I want this moment, this wonderful moment of complete ecstasy to last as long as I can make it.

Master starts to move with me, our bodies becoming one as our tempo builds. Logical thought leaves me as I give myself completely over to the intensity of the moment. Time seems to lose its hold over the pair of us; I can't tell if hours or seconds have paused.

I feel his cock twitch inside me as he reaches his climax, sending me completely over the edge. Collapsing against him, I tremble as I'm assaulted by wave upon wave of indescribable pleasure, fading away slowly like the aftershock of a volcano to leave me an exhausted heap panting against my owner's chest.

"Stars," Master says hoarsely, wrapping his arms around me.

I kiss his cheek softly, not ever wanting this moment of closeness to end. To my horror, Master starts to chuckle. I blink at him, desperately trying to work out what I could have done wrong to cause such amusement.

"Master?" I say tentatively.

"Oh," he gives me a tired smile. "It's nothing, just thinking about this old teacher I used to have. He told me learning was fun; I never believed him." He pauses to kiss my cheek. "But I do now; I think we should have more lessons. In the name of your education, obviously."

"Yes, Master," I giggle, "Learning with you is definitely better than at the compound."

With a sigh he looks over at his bedside control, "Fuck, I feel like such a dick but I really need to go. I promised to hand out some leaflets before school."

I nod, quickly rolling off of him. I'm disappointed that our time together has to come to an end so quickly, but I'm not sure why he seems so apologetic. Perhaps he's as disappointed about our parting as I am. It's a possibility; it's also a very dangerous thought for a Lower Vil. I think, or rather hope, Master feels for me what I feel for him. But if he doesn't, then I need to be prepared. I just wish I knew how I could prepare for my world ending.

"Oh, and I forgot to tell you, my parents are heading out of hub for a long weekend, so you and Emily get to be adventure buddies today." Giving me a smirk he continues, "Do try and keep her out of trouble, won't you?"

"Yes, Master," I reply with a yawn, making to follow him out of bed.

"Sleep, sweetie, I think I can handle a shower by myself." With a wink, he heads for the bathroom.

Watching the bathroom door close, I sigh; it's going to be hours before I see him again. Reaching over to the bedside control, I set the alarm before pulling the covers around me and snuggling up. I truly am spent after this morning's activities. At least I can spend time with Emily later, and then I will have Master around for the entire weekend. With that happy thought on mind I close my eyes, becoming a purring ball of contentment.

— — —

Dan

Given what happened this morning, it's hardly a surprise that my day has gone downhill since. Still, I could never have predicted it would be this crappy. First off they were having some kind of retro day on the inter-city grav-trains, so I got to experience the joy of riding into the central transport hub with a load of 'enthusiasts' listening to the rhythmic clatter of steel wheels on metal tracks played on the audio system while being subjected to what is apparently the scent of a steam engine pumped through the air-conditioning system.

One of the passengers, who to his credit, was treating his Lower Vil fairly well, told me it was romantic. I think the term he was looking for was romanticized; even back when boiled water was an advanced technology I doubt many people felt particularly lucky to travel to work with their nose blocked and their eardrums bleeding.

I've never tried handing out our new anti-slavery pamphlets - which focus now on gently introducing choice into the lives of the Lower Vil - in the morning. I've never had the willpower to get myself up so early. But Claire wanted to try, and given we are only just back on speaking terms, I dutifully complied. However as it turns out, people who don't want to be bothered after a hard day at work really don't want to be bothered before they have even fully woken up.

In the space of an hour and a half I've been shoulder barged three times and had five of my leaflets torn up before being thrown to the wind. Because apparently not caring about an entire race of people doesn't make you enough of a dickhead, you have to add in littering.

Thoroughly done with the whole endeavour and trying not to think about the fact that I have an entire day of school ahead of me, I stroll in the direction of the inner-city platforms.

I should have just stayed in bed with Rose. Her cough isn't getting better, and however much I tell myself it's just a cold, I have a horrible feeling in the pit of my stomach that it's something more. But what the hell can I do? A doctor, even if I could afford one, is out of the question and however proficient my sister's vet friend might be with a medi-scanner, he can't actually do anything in terms of treatment.

I'm so lost in my worries for my slave girl that I nearly walk straight into the chest of an enforcer that steps out in front of me. Feeling the strange tingle of his personal repulsion field, I take a few hasty steps backwards before mumbling an apology and attempting to walk around the heavily armoured officer.

"Excuse me, citizen," his partner says, stepping into my path.

"Yeah?" I say, a little bewildered. I've never been stopped by an enforcer before; with our ident chips being constantly monitored there is very little reason for an officer to interact with someone until he or she has to make an arrest.



"Please, hold out your hand and submit to an ident check," the first enforcer commands.

I glance from one black-visor-covered face to the other; why haven't they retracted or at least un-phased their shields? Don't I have the right to face my accuser or something?

Biting my lip I hold out my right hand, ready to snatch my arm away at the first hint of danger.

Taking my hand in his black glove the enforcer scans my palm, lingering with my wrist still in his grasp as he checks over the results. Willing myself not to freak out I avert my gaze, noticing for the first time how much of a crowd has built up to watch this unusual encounter.

Well, I suppose, at least I have witnesses.

With no regards for my privacy, the enforcer reads out my home address and which school I attend, asking me if the information is correct.

"That's right," I reply.

"Good, move along."

The sudden dismissal catches me off guard. "Wait, why did you stop me in the first place?"

The two men look at each other before turning their attention back to me. "Its standard procedure to perform stop checks, citizen. It helps reassure the public that we are keeping a close eye on their wellbeing."

"How thoughtfully dystopian of you," I reply before my brain can master my tongue.

"Your safety doesn't come for free, citizen," the officer says, acting as if he didn't hear my last comment. "Only through constant vigilance can our society be protected. Good day, Mr. Fallow, remember we are always nearby, should the need arise."

Stunned I mumble a goodbye, before practically sprinting for my train, one question burning in my mind. Either my paranoia is getting the best of me or that enforcer just told me the government is watching me.

Fuck.

— — —

"Well, you seem like you're in a good mood," Claire says dryly as I drop down into the seat opposite her.

"You would not believe the day I've had," I groan, leaning back in my chair to glare at the ceiling. On top of worrying about my impromptu meeting with the enforcers this morning I've had to put up with double maths. The perfect way to push my temper to the very limit.

And then Marky Johnson, a disgusting lump of hillbilly trash, decided to force his Lower Vil into what can only be described as a "slut off" against one of his friends' slave, the two naked girls attempting to put themselves into the most lurid positions, much to the delight of the boys and some of the girls waiting for class to begin.

On a normal day I can just about put up with the disgusting way the rest of my species treats the Lower Vil, but with my temper already flared it took everything I had not to punch the stupid oaf square in the face. Only the thought of what an investigation into my behaviour might do to Rose stopped me from going completely over the edge.

I wonder if Marky would see the irony in being saved from a black eye by a slave.

"How did it go with the campaigning this morning?" Theo asks, completely indifferent to how I might be feeling, as always.

"Horribly," I reply, "People are just not interested."

"Well, our message has changed quite a bit," Jasper points out, "We are asking quite a lot more of people than we were before?"

My answer is a snort of derision. Before, we were asking people to give up their slaves all together; now we are only asking them to treat the Lower Vil as individuals capable of making their own decisions. You know, how most humans would want to be treated if our roles were reversed.

"It shouldn't be this fucking hard to convince people not to be awful," I groan, rubbing my tired eyes. I don't mind getting up early to spend time with Rose, in fact it's probably my favourite part of the day, but I'm definitely missing the dozing we normally do afterwards.

"Perhaps you should have taken your Lower Vil with you?" Jasper says patiently, "People might be more inclined to listen if they think you have first-hand experience."

"Speaking of your Lower Vil," Claire butts in, "Why haven't you brought her to one these meetings yet?"

"Firstly, her name is Rose and she doesn't belong to me." No matter how much she might want to. "And to tell you the truth, she withdraws into herself the moment she leaves the house. I want her to feel a bit more confident before I expose her to a whole school full of people."

Plus she's got no ident chip and I'm trying very hard not be arrested for possession of illegal goods. But my friends don't need to know that.

"Then why don't we meet her at your house?" Theo says; ever the logical one. "It's Saturday tomorrow, I will ask my mother for permission to visit."

As often happens in these meetings, I share a look with Jasper and Claire, my mind struggling to comprehend something Theo just said.

"Dude," Jasper begins, "you're twenty years old."

Theo seems to consider this for a moment and then frowns as if trying to work out how his age relates to anything.

"Just ask your mum," I say quickly before we have to spend all day explaining to Theo that he's no longer ten. Honestly, it's a good job the four of us are planning to attend the same university in the Eastern Hub; I'm not sure who would have more trouble living independently, Rose or Theo.

"And come around lunchtime. That way Rose can feel more like she's eating a meal than being interrogated."

With plans for tomorrow set, we delve into the infinitely more boring but important subject of our association's finances. Stars, I wish I was back in bed with Rose.

— — —

Rose.

My chest feels like it's being sat upon by an elephant as I cough into the duster that I'm meant to be using to clean. A warm hand touches my back, rubbing gently up and down. Jumping, I turn my head to see Emily standing behind me with a sympathetic look on her face.

"Are you okay?" she asks quietly, eyeing the door in case Anne bursts in to find us not working.

"Fine," I wheeze, wiping the tears from my eyes. "Just give me a minute." Hugging my aching chest, I lean against the bookshelf I'm supposed to be dusting.

Gently plucking the duster from my hand Emily continues cleaning, giving the door yet another nervous glance. When I first arrived in Master's household, I found her a little overwhelming; she has so much energy. But we work together well; she's sweet and funny, and her boundless enthusiasm for any task set before her is strangely infectious.

"My Master makes me sleep in another room when I have a cough," she says conversationally.

"Don't your Master and Mistress Abigail share a bed?" I ask, my voice hoarse but I'm glad for a distraction from the pain.

"Nope!" she giggles, "She says my Master snores and it keeps her awake. This is where she sleeps," she gestures to the large four-poster bed in the centre of the warm white room.

"And does he?" I ask, getting back to my feet with a wince. Luckily if you grow up in a compound you get used to pain; your lessons continue regardless of how harsh your last punishment was, so you either endure or end up in yet more pain.

"Sometimes," she laughs again and I notice that a few happy clicks escape her collared throat. There is an uncomfortable silence for a few moments before Emily, pushing the tips of her fingers together, begins to speak. "Your Master said that we might be allowed to watch the view screen together?"

I nod slowly, not quite trusting myself to speak in case it induces another coughing fit.

Emily produces yet more happy clicks before squealing in terror as the door bursts open to reveal a red faced Anne.

"Why are you two not working?" she demands.

I'm used to the old grey scaled housekeeper by now, but for Emily this is apparently a new experience and she throws herself back into dusting the bookshelves with such enthusiasm, she nearly topples the whole thing over.

"Emily is working," I say softly; I'm not quite ready for the open defiance that would please my Master. But I don't want my friend to get into trouble, especially because I doubt her owner would treat her as kindly as mine does.

"I had a coughing fit, I'm sorry Miss Anne," I say, dropping my eyes respectfully to the floor.

"Hmm," she puts her hands on hips, considering me. "I can see that, you look disgusting. Go and clean your face at once."

"Yes, Miss," I reply, heading to the bathroom before she can think of any more infractions to put on the list she will inevitably give to my Master.

I can see Anne's point as I take in my reflection in the large mirror covering the entire wall of Mistress Abigail's marble bathroom. My hair is a mess and my eyes are red and swollen from the tears that come unbidden with each debilitating coughing attack.

Turning on the tap, I try and force my hair into a more respectful arrangement with my fingers. The coughing fit starts as a gentle tickle in my throat. I can see my own fear reflected back at me in the mirror as I shake my head, as if begging myself for mercy.

But my call for clemency goes unanswered as cough after rib-cracking cough assaults my already sore body, leaving me doubled over, tears streaming down my face and hair that is, if anything, even messier than before. Standing up slowly, I pull my hand away from my mouth...

"No," I whimper as I look in horror at the blood in the palm of my hand.

Suddenly gripped by panic I force my hand under the running tap, desperately washing the blood away, before bending down to rinse out my mouth, before checking each tooth in the mirror for a hint of blood. Satisfied that no evidence exists, I quickly wash my face and rearrange my hair the best I can.

By the time I leave the bathroom feeling enormously thankful for being taught how to hide my emotions, Anne is gone. Emily grimaces at me from beside the bed, struggling to change the sheets on her own.

"Are you okay?" she asks as I take my place on the other side of the bed.

"I'm fine," I lie, grabbing the white sheets and pulling them tight. "What kind of shows do you like to watch?" I ask, knowing the answer but desperate for any kind of distraction.

No one can know about what just happened.


Willing Slave, Unwilling Master Ch. 08

Hey everyone, sorry it's taken me such a long time to update. I have been super busy, but hopefully I can get back to things now. I would like to thank my proofreaders: John Blackhawk and curiousvisitor for all their hard work.

Anyway, I know I've left you waiting long enough, so please enjoy chapter 8.

— — —

Dan

To my surprise, both Rose and Emily have not only managed to stay out of trouble with the housekeeper -- a feat in and of itself --, but apparently are now close enough friends to share an armchair in front of the view screen, wrapped around each other in a confusing tangle of limbs; I guess the desire to cuddle must just come naturally to them.

Both clad in their nightclothes, the girls are incredibly cute and I find myself wondering if male Lower Vil enjoy physical contact as much as their female counterparts? Obviously human definitions of masculinity don't apply to them, at least not until they leave their compounds and are bent to their owners will. I wonder if Jezebel would let me talk to Zack about it.

"Those are zebras," Emily murmurs, her voice strangely distorted by her contented clicks.

Rose nods slowly. How she heard anything above her own purring is beyond me, the pair of them sound like some kind of strange vibrating bird. Despite her friend's obvious enthusiasm for the subject, Rose seems more interested in Emily's collar than in the animals, though I notice, she pays attention to everything she says, clearly not wanting to hurt her friend's feelings; yet her fingers never stray far from the soft black leather of the collar.

I turn my focus back to the view screen before either girl can catch me looking again. Emily has been giving me guilty looks all evening, as if I'm about to tell her off for spending time with Rose, which is obviously nonsense, but I don't want to give her anymore reasons to worry. This is, after all, her weekend off from her Master.

My parents are away on some romantic break at one of the small lakeside towns that have shot up around the hub leaving myself, Jezebel and the three slaves to fend for ourselves.

Yawning I lie back on the sofa feeling the effects of a long day, made all the more tiring and stressful by the stupid early morning train ride and my run-in with the enforcers. All in all though, today didn't end up being a complete disaster. On my way home from school the enforcers didn't even acknowledge my existence, giving me some hope that this morning's events were a one off, and I actually managed to hand out some leaflets to people who seemed genuinely interested, including the same train nerd I met this morning. He seemed a nice enough guy and keen to give his black-haired slave a little more freedom. I got the feeling that the girl was his only real friend.

Across the room Rose coughs, this fit lacks the intensity of some she has had. But the effect on her already aching body is clearly visible. She hides her face in her friend's neck as Emily gently rubs her back; a worried look on her face.

"I'll be back in a second," I say, getting to my feet.

"Yes, Master," both girls say together, though for Rose the answer is more or less a wheeze.

Leaving the room I head swiftly upstairs. Damn it. Rose isn't getting better. If she is kept warm the fits seem to be less severe, but even wrapping her in blankets is quickly losing its effectiveness, not that it was anything more than a stopgap measure to start with; what she really needs is treatment.

But I have no idea what's wrong with her, yet alone how to cure it. Stars, I can't even give her cough syrup, all those medicines have clear warnings not to give them to lower Vil without consulting a doctor. I wish I could convince myself, I am just being paranoid, but it's too much of a coincidence. Whatever is wrong with her isn't going away; it is getting worse.

Entering my room I can't help but take a moment to appreciate how spotlessly clean it is. Years ago mum banned her slave from tidying either my or my sister's room, apparently in an effort to teach us responsibility. In reality, what it taught us was how to live with a healthy level of clutter.

Grabbing the comforter from the bottom of my immaculately made bed, I head back downstairs. As I suspected, the girls haven't moved much, both of them start when I enter the room but settle down quickly, eyes stilled fixed to the view screen.

Gently I cover Rose with the blanket, Emily helping me to tuck the soft material snugly around her. Purring happily she nuzzles my hand when I fold the comforter around her neck.

Smiling I return to my place on the sofa.

— — —

A whale shark, despite being called a whale, is actually the world's biggest fish; who knew? Rubbing my eyes I sit up, it is getting late and I am not sure how many more amazing animal facts I can take. Nature isn't really a subject I have spent much time on, but I am glad that the ark project was there to protect it. Seeing me rise, Emily pauses the credits on the screen with a sad smile.

"Rose is asleep, Master Dan," she says softly, "She missed the last program."

I can't help but chuckle softly at the indignant look on Emily's face. "She's had a long day, Em's," I say, "This cough is really taking it out of her."

She nods, "Will she get better?"

"I hope so," I reply, before quickly changing the subject, "She likes your collar huh?"

"Yes, sir," she frowns, "She probably wants one of her own, Master Dan."

I groan softly into my hands, "Why? You don't honestly like wearing that thing, do you?"

"Oh yes, Sir!" she replies earnestly, "Master giving me my collar was the happiest day of my entire life!"

"Why though?" I ask, sitting up a little straighter. Rose hasn't mentioned getting a collar in quite a while; I was kind of hoping she had forgotten about it.

"Every Lower Vil wants a collar, Master Dan. It means your owner intends to keep you and look after you." She pauses, "I think, it's a little like the wedding rings my Master and Mistress Abigail wear."

"So Rose thinks I'm going to get rid of her," I say in disbelief, "just because I won't make her a wear a symbol of slavery?"

"It's not my place to speak for Rose, Sir," Emily replies, looking down at the girl sleeping comfortably and for the moment cough free, in her arms.

Rolling my eyes I get to my feet. Emily has already spoken for Rose. But apparently she won't do anything to purposely get her friend into trouble. For someone who has spent most of their life in isolation, Rose manages to make friends faster than I do.

"Well, it's something to think about," I say, gently stroking Rose's hair until she stirs.

My sleepy slave girl blinks at me confused.

"Time for bed," I say softly.

She nods slowly before looking back at Emily longingly.

"You can stay with her tonight if you want, sweetie," I tell her, secretly dreading the idea of a night alone.

Shaking her head she looks between me and her friend, the cogs clearly turning in her still half-asleep mind.

"We can't take Emily to bed with us either," I laugh, "just before you ask."

She nods slowly before nuzzling Emily's neck and getting to her feet with all the grace of a newborn deer. Catching her before she can fall through the glass coffee table, I wink at Emily who looks just as unhappy about losing her cuddle buddy as Rose does.

Bidding my father's slave good night, I guide my own in direction of my bedroom. I wonder briefly if Emily will even bother going to bed tonight, before deciding that's for my sister to deal with, whenever she gets home from whatever club she and Zack are in tonight.

Pushing Rose vaguely in the direction of the bathroom, I worry about what she will make of my friends when she meets them tomorrow and what she might say when they inevitably bombard her with questions. But that is a problem for the morning, for right now all I want is my slave girl and my bed.

— — —

Rose.

I wake up to bright sunlight from the skylights shining directly into my face, groaning unhappily I toss the covers over my head finding shelter in the warm darkness. Suddenly I feel the blankets move and Master's head appears haloed in brilliant golden light; he must be kneeling beside the bed.

"Good morning, sleepyhead."

After blinking furiously, my vision of the world slowly shifts back into sharper focus. The first thing I notice is that my owner is fully dressed. The next is the happy smile on his face.

"Your cough seemed better last night," he comments, reaching into my cocoon to gently brush my cheek.

"Yes, Master," I reply, nuzzling his hand happily. My chest doesn't hurt nearly as much today and I haven't coughed up any more blood, perhaps I am finally getting better!

"Would you like to try and pick out your own clothes for today?" he asks with an encouraging smile on his face.

I nod slowly, really not looking forward to the prospect.

"Come on then," he grins, slowly pulling back the covers.

I scamper out of bed obediently, quickly pulling off my sleep shorts and top before folding them neatly and placing them in the laundry basket. Master used to just throw his dirty clothes on the floor, but now that I have cleaned his room, he seems to be making an extra effort to keep it tidy.

"Sweet stars," my owner says, licking his lips as I stand in front of him naked. Pleased by his reaction, I bounce on the balls of my feet, drawing a groan from my blushing Master. I am a little confused on why he makes me wear clothes, given how much he seems to enjoy seeing me without them.

It is probably another human thing I don't quite understand yet.

Master sits on the bed as I move to the wardrobe allocated for my use. I keep catching flickers of movement and I can tell he is trying very hard not to stare at me. "Some of my friends are coming over at lunchtime," he says quietly, "They want to meet you."

Why do they want to meet me? Is Master going to share me with his friends? What if I can't please them the same way I do him? I quickly get a hold of myself; I'm living better than any Lower Vil has a right to. Whatever Master wants to do with me, I'm sure he will be kind, even if it isn't something I enjoy.

"Yes, Master," I say, comparing a blue set of bra and panties against a pink one.

With a nervous glance over my shoulder I settle on the blue, for no other reason than they are the same colour as my owner's eyes. Behind me I see him smile. Next I pick out a vest and a pair of jeans, swapping them for the shorts I had in mind at Master's suggestion that I dress up warm. Last, but not least, Master hands me a hooded jumper.

"It'll probably be a bit big on you, but it will keep you warm," he says, as I pull the baggy garment over my head. Master kisses my lips softly as I emerge. Instinctively I wrap my arms around him, shivering in thrill as he tells me what a good girl I've been.

Unfortunately, as always, his embrace never lasts long enough and we soon step apart.

"Right," he says, clapping his hands together briskly. "Let's go see if your adventure buddy managed to find her way to bed last night."

— — —

"Right, you understand all that?" Master asks for the fourth time, pacing back and forth in front of the dining room table.

"Yes, Master!" I reply promptly, adding, "I won't tell your friends that I don't have an Ident chip or that I might have been pregnant or that someone wants to buy me for twenty thousand credits."

He nods exhaling slowly but continuing to pace. The last time I saw my Master this anxious was when he thought I was going to have his baby. I'm not sure why meeting his friends is a cause for a similar reaction. Perhaps it's a human thing; I only have one friend but the thought of spending time with her makes me happy.

Tucking my legs under my bottom on the hard wooden chair I follow my Master's nervous progress from one side of the room to the other. I wish I could make him feel better, but I have no idea how without being very disobedient.

And that's just likely to make him more upset. Perhaps that's what's worrying him? He fears that I will disgrace him in front of his friends. After all, a slave is a reflection of her Master. His friends will be looking at me but judging my Master!

The midday sun streaming through the frosted glass of the back door is suddenly obstructed as someone approaches and knocks. I watch my owner take a final deep breath before striding across to the door. I'm so caught up in what my Master is doing that I almost forget that I'm sitting at the dining room table like a human! My heart pounding I slide out of my seat and onto the floor before quickly assuming the correct kneeling position.

"Afternoon," Master greets his friends as one by one they file into the kitchen. Determined like never before to be perfect for my owner, I keep my eyes glued to the floor. My only view of his friends is of their shoes, of which there is an odd assortment on show; shiny black boots, scruffy white trainers and a pair of open toed sandals clearly belonging to a female.

"Getting here was crazy," a male voice says.

"Yeah," replies the girl and I can tell by the way her and my Master's feet draw close they have just embraced. I feel a hot stab in my gut and I have to fight hard to stop myself looking straight at her and yelling 'mine!'

"We got stopped by the enforcers," she continues, oblivious to my near catastrophic outburst. "Then this really creepy guy wanted to know if we were on our way to see you."

"What?" Master says, sounding startled.

"Yeah it was crazy, he said he was friends with your dad and saw us all hanging out with you once. Acted all friendly, like he just wanted to check you were okay. But none of us have ever seen him."

"Shit," my owner groans. "Did they hurt you?"

"No, we are quite well," a second male voice says. "I explained to the enforcers their rights when dealing with non-violent citizens but they didn't seem very receptive."

"I thought Theo was going to get us sent to jail for sure," the first male says, "But it doesn't matter. We made it. Where is she?" There's eagerness in his voice that sends a shiver down my spine; what exactly has Master promised his friends they can do with me?

"Over ther-" Master says, his feet turning. "Rose?"

"Yes, Master" I reply obediently.

"You made her kneel on the floor! What the fuck Dan!" The sandal wearer shrieks, heading swiftly in my direction.

"I didn't!" Master protests as his female friend reaches me.

I find myself being pulled roughly to my feet, the thought of resisting springs to mind, but I don't want to get my owner into any more trouble with his friends, so I dutifully allow myself to be snatched from the floor like a rag doll.

"Come on, sweet pea, you're safe now," the girl says as I allow myself to look up at her face. Given that this is the only eligible female human that I know of that is close to my master I quickly compare our looks. She isn't unattractive, but she isn't distinctive either and her ginger hair is completely untamed, giving her the look of a wild woman.

"Thank you, Mistress." I say, wanting to point out that I was completely safe before she yanked me from the floor.

"You don't need to call me that." She says kindly.

"We've had this discussion before," Master says, a small smile creeping onto his face. Behind him two men roughly Master's age, one short and thin, one tall and plump watch me with marked interest. "Rose believes she's breaking some kind of divine scripture if she doesn't call us by slave titles."

"You shut up," the woman snarls, glaring at my owner. "With you treating her like a slave, it's no wonder she's acting like one."

"Please, Mistress," I say quickly, bracing myself for her violent retort. "Master didn't ask me to kneel, he allows me to use the furniture like a human."

Masters slightly open mouth is a reflection of my own amazement as I realize, I just spoke without permission and in opposition to a human; two distinctly disobedient acts. The room is completely still for two heartbeats before the implications of what I just did hits me. I'm so useless; Master is so kind to me yet I can't even conduct myself in a respectful manner in front of his guests!

I turn to him, my head bowed, tears stinging my eyes. "I'm sorry, I'm sorry," I whisper repeatedly, cursing myself for once again ruining any chance of getting my collar.

"Shhh, Rose, shh," Master says, gathering me up in his arms. "No one is angry with you."

"But, but," I whimper. How can I make him understand what I've done? What if his friends no longer want to associate with him because of me? He will hate me forever! My desperate attempts to explain myself are interrupted by a coughing attack that feels like someone is pouring acid down my throat, I double over beside my Master, who rubs my back tenderly.

With a last hacking splutter I fall against my owner's chest in a truly disgusting state. My eyes are red from tears and I know my hair is now probably completely messed up. Seemingly not caring too much about my bedraggled state, Master guides me into one of the chairs.

"Would you like a drink, sweetie?" Master asks as his friends watch with a mixture of awe and concern.

I nod slowly, not trusting myself to speak.

"Tea or hot chocolate?"

I look up at him and then his friends in alarm. Surely he doesn't want me to make a choice like that in front of his friends! What if there's some difference between the two drinks that would make Master's friends think poorly of him? I've only ever had hot chocolate at night, if I chose to have it in the middle of the day will they think I'm a fool and how will that reflect on my owner? I shake my head mutely.

"Hey," he says softly, kneeling in front of me. "Focus on me not them; it doesn't matter what they think, okay? What would you like to drink?"

"Hot chocolate," I whisper, unable to meet his gaze.

— — —

Dan

"Good girl," I say proudly, ignoring whatever disparaging looks my friends are giving me. Rose deserves her praise. Kissing her cheek softly I get to my feet and start towards the far side of the large kitchen.

"Is that normal for her?" Jasper whispers in alarm as he and the rest of my friends follow me towards the kettle.

"Well, she's unsettled with you here." I shrug, "But yeah. That's the normal process for getting Rose to choose something. Why don't you three go and introduce yourselves," I say, gesturing to my slave girl who is sitting with her arms wrapped around her chest at the dining room table.

Not a single member of the Western Hub Anti-slavery Society makes any move to actually interact with a slave. Instead they look at each other nervously, even Claire who is by far the most outspoken of us looks anxious.

"Sweet stars," I snap, "Rose won't bite you, go and say hello. I'll bring drinks over for everyone."

I shake my head as my friends nervously walk away, taking seats opposite Rose. I hadn't realized quite what meeting new people would do to her; she seemed fine with my family. But this meeting seems to have obliterated a lot of the progress we have made over the last few weeks.

Not that my friends have been any help. I could kill Claire for pulling Rose around like a rag doll and screaming at me. Though I did find it impressive that Rose spoke up in my defence, even if it did cause the poor girl to nearly hyperventilate before suffering another massive coughing fit.

And as if I didn't have enough to worry about, the enforcers are chasing my friends now as well as this phantom friend of my fathers; what the fuck is that all about? If the government is so sure I'm up to something, why haven't they raided the house, why go to all the trouble of letting me know they are watching me and my friends?



Unless they think, if they pile on enough pressure I will hand Rose over voluntarily.

Well, they have another thing coming. I will fight to protect Rose and the people I love even if my efforts are completely worthless. I refuse to sit idly by and wait for whatever storm is approaching to hit; I refuse to be powerless.

The ding of the kettle snaps me out of my reverie and I go about making a round of drinks for my friends and my slave.

— — —

Rose seems much more relaxed now that she is settled in my lap with pizza to munch on. It is a shame Emily couldn't be here, but I really don't want my parents to know I've introduced my friends to Rose, no matter how innocent today's get together is.

It has been quite interesting listening to the answers Rose has for my friends' questions. It's not really new information for me, but I think it's useful for Rose to be able to talk about her experiences in her own terms. I'm hoping, in time it will allow her to compare the life she has led to the one I want her to have, which in turn will encourage her to work towards freedom.

"Did you know we nearly kicked Dan out of our society when he told us he had acquired you?" Theo says conversationally, refusing to make eye contact with anyone as usual.

"Theo..." I warn, as Rose gives me a worried look.

"I'm sorry, Master." she says quietly.

"You have nothing to be sorry for," Claire interjects, "does she Theodore?"

I have never quite worked out how my ginger haired friend manages to say someone's name and make it sound like a threat, but she is going to make one hell of a terrifying mum at some point.

Theo actually looks up, suddenly aware he is in trouble. "I meant no offence," he says quickly. "I only mean, I'm glad we didn't; Dan treats her very well."

"True," Jasper grins. "I was half expecting to find her dressed in only a collar," he says jokingly.

I grimace; deciding pizza is a much more tempting proposition than trying to explain Rose's obsession with restrictive neck wear.

"Please, Master," Rose says, and I can feel her tense in my arms. "I'm not a good enough girl to deserve my collar."

There's a moment of silence as I awkwardly chew and practically inhale a large amount of pizza while my friends look at each other, not sure what to say.

"Rose, that isn't why I haven't got you a collar. It's just..." I really don't want to have this discussion in front of my friends. "We'll talk about it later okay?"

She nods.

Desperately racking my brain for a change of subject, I remember something I wanted to ask her about for a few weeks but the opportunity hasn't presented itself until now. "Rose, you said, you used to see a doctor very often. Why don't you tell us about that?"

"Yes, Master," she replies, nuzzling my chest as if needing reassurance I still care about her. Rolling my eyes I wrap her in a tight hug, kissing her deep red hair.

"We used to see the doctor every day before lunch, Master. She was very kind to us. When we were younger all eleven of us would visit her lab, appointments took a very long time. But when we were separated it, was better, quicker."

"And this was every day?" Claire asks with a frown.

"Yes, Mistress."

"What did the doctor do to you, Rose?" I ask, her confusing biology suddenly making a bit more sense to me. What the hell did they do to this girl at the compound? My first theory of her being the result of over breeding is quickly falling apart; she's clearly more special than I realized.

"She took our blood, Master, and made us lie in like a big tube and hold very still. I don't really understand what that was for," she admits.

"Sounds like a total body scanner," Jasper points out.

I nod, prompting Rose to continue.

"She also made us do puzzles and Math with little wires stuck to our heads. Again, I don't really understand what for, Master."

They sound like cognitive tests to me. I can't imagine any human letting someone perform medical experiments on them every day without even asking what was being done to them or why. It is another sharp reminder of just how cruelly the Lower Vil are treated.

My friends continue to ask Rose about her experiences at the hand of the doctor, but she knows very little and I find myself forced to draw a halt to the discussion in order to give Rose a chance to finish the rest of her food.

— — —

"Right, you two are free to do whatever you want until I get back," I say, pulling on my coat.

Emily and Rose share a look halfway between confusion and outright alarm.

"It's called having free time," I continue, noticing how Emily winces at the use of the word 'free'.

"Can't I come with you, Master?" Rose asks mournfully, drawing if possible an even more alarmed look from her friend.

I sigh; my friends left a while ago and despite some initial setbacks I think the meeting went well. Rose certainly warmed up to them in the end, which is a positive given I plan to move in with them when I go to university next year. That is assuming I haven't been arrested or worse by then.

"You know we can't risk it, sweetie," I reply, a lump in my throat. I am still not entirely sure if what I have planned is the right thing to do or not. "Why don't you watch Emily's shows with her? Or you two could watch a movie?" I suggest.

"Can we cuddle?" she asks enthusiastically.

"Of course you can."

Even Emily looks excited now. Not for the first time I wonder just how much of how the Lower Vil act is nature and how much is nurture. Despite how adorable Emily and Rose are, they don't exactly strike me as people who could survive out in the wild. Not that I know what the wilds of Vil'rah are like; for all I know the planet could be covered by lemonade seas and majestic fluffy cuddle lions.

"Now behave yourselves," I say, pulling Rose into a hug which she happily returns. "And if Anne says anything, tell her to write me a note."

With a smirk, I watch both girls nod before turning and stepping out into the crunching gravel. This little stunt probably isn't going to earn me too many brownie points with my parents; Rose is mine to command but telling Emily she can have an afternoon off cleaning an already spotless house is bound to get me into trouble.

I snort, turning my collar up against the unseasonably chill wind, like I could be facing down any more trouble.

— — —

Paper bag stowed safely in the inside pocket of my jacket I briskly make my way down a grav-car-lined side street which acts as a cut-through from the main shopping precinct to the central transport hub. The cold wind that was annoying in the suburbs is almost crippling in the city as it is forced between the massive skyscrapers that blanket the streets below them into perpetual twilight.

Thankfully I don't have far to go; I keep my head down, fantasizing about the warm train carrying me home. At least the hot air thrown out by all the idling grav-cars parked beside the path keeps my ankles warm. Suddenly a large box falls straight in front of me accompanied by a panicked yell of 'Watch out!'

Stopping dead in my tracks I look around wildly, only to come face to face with a mountain of a man pushing a completely overloaded floating trolley. The box that nearly crushed me must have fallen off from the top.

"You 'kay?" he asks, with a breathy wheeze.

"Yeah, yeah fine," I say, making to sidestep the box. "Lucky escape, huh?"

His laugh is more of a bark before offering a massive gloved hand. "Sorry 'bout all this," he says, not sounding sorry at all.

"It's fine," I reply, quickly putting my right hand in his. "Look sorry, I would stay and help but I really need to catch the next train."

He nods and releases my hand. "Off ya go, then!"

Hurrying away I allow myself a nervous laugh. The paranoia must really be getting the best of me, because I could have sworn his phone beeped at the exact moment I touched his hand.

— — —

Rose

A strange ringing sound fills the room, causing me to jump and Emily to let out a startled squeak before wiggling out of my arms. I watch as she pauses her show with a flick of her wrist, before diving on a long black device sitting on the coffee table.

"Fallow residence, Mr. Fallow's servant speaking," she says sweetly into what I realize is a phone.

There's a pause as whoever is phoning replies.

"Yes, Master Dan, I will make sure of it. Do you want to talk to her?"

I sit up quickly, eager to do anything my Master might require of me.

"Okay, Master, I will see you soon." And with that Emily puts down the phone, turning to me.

"Your Master wants you to go to his room and wait there until he sends for you. Okay?"

I nod, quickly getting to my feet. "Did he sound angry with me?" I ask. Remembering that being sent to their rooms is a punishment for some human children, how that constitutes a punishment I don't know.

"No, he sounded strange," she replies, "Now go quick, quick. He said he would be home soon."

— — —

It feels like I've been sitting in this room forever. I kneel on the rug, familiar from my first day in Master's care, trying desperately to fall into the meditative state that must be achieved if you want to stay in one position for long, long periods of time.

But it's no good. I just can't settle myself down. Master has never treated me like this; he's always told me what's happening. Perhaps he's decided to sell me after all. Oh please don't let that be true, I don't want another owner. I want my Master.

Suddenly the door opens and Emily strides into the room, her face expressionless. "Strip," she says curtly.

Oh no, oh no. Panic grips me and I fumble with my jeans, the button continually slipping through my trembling fingers. Without missing a beat Emily quickly steps up to help me, and soon I am standing naked in the centre of Master's room.

"Wait here," she says, wandering into the bathroom only to return a few seconds later with my hairbrush which she uses to gently tug my hair back into what I hope is a respectable fashion. "Beautiful," she murmurs before gently guiding me from the room.

I'm so distracted by what's happening that for once in my life I manage to make it downstairs without being led astray by my curiosity.

Entering the lounge I'm struck by just how many people are gathered there. My Master sits on the sofa, with Mistress Jezebel and Zack standing to one side and Anne, who is quickly joined by Emily stood on the other.

"Enter slave and kneel before me." The words don't seem natural coming from my owner. But I do as I'm told quickly, trying my best to make sure my position is completely perfect. This all feels strangely familiar, but I can't think why.

"Close your eyes Rose," Master says softly.

I obey at once, determined not to tremble even as I hear a rustling sound in front of me. 'Whatever is about to happen, I will be a good girl, nothing bad can happen to me if I'm obedient', I tell myself like a mantra inside my own head.

"You can look."

Opening my eyes I see that Master is holding something out to me. A strap of shiny black leather, decorated with a small golden loop from which dangles a glittering charm in the shape of a red flower; a rose. It's a collar! Master has gotten me my collar!

"Do you like it?" he asks with a crooked smile.

"Yes, Master! It's wonderful!" I reply at once, having to hold my wrists behind my back to stop me snatching the collar from his hands.

"You might not have noticed, but this isn't like other collars; there is no key, you can take this off whenever you want."

I frown before I can stop myself. Why would I ever want to take it off?

Shaking his head Master laughs softly, "I know you don't understand why that's important right now, but I hope someday you will."

I nod slowly.

"Also, sorry about all this," he uses his chin to gesture around the room. "Zack and Emily told me this is how Lower Vil traditionally receive their collars."

Now the familiarity makes sense, how many times have I read about this very ceremony? And yet, when it was happening to me, it completely slipped my mind. It must be because I never expected Master to do this for me; in truth I don't think he really wanted to. But he knew what it would mean to me and so he did it to make me happy. Master really is wonderfully strange.

"Now, there are conditions to be met if you want to wear this," he says, not quite managing to pull off a stern voice. "You will continue to work towards your independence, even when it's scary. And you will do your best to find your own happiness, knowing I will always be there to support you. Do you understand?"

"Yes...," I bite my lip, glancing around the room very aware of just how many people are watching. "I understand, Master."

"Then Rose, I pronounce you as mine, binding you to me until the end of your days," Master recites leaning forward and fastening the collar around my neck before bending close for a kiss.

Beside me Jezebel claps, "Oh, she's so cute! This calls for pizza!"

"We had pizza at lunch," Master says, pulling away as, as if on cue, Emily and Zack draw close, offering hugs and congratulations.

"So?" Jezebel says, gently patting my hair as she walks past. "You can never have enough pizza; it's a proven fact."

"Proven by who?" Master laughs, letting me nuzzle his hand as he stands.

"Me." Jezebel replies simply.

"Right," my owner replies, stretching out the word. "Well, you order that while I go and help Rose get dressed. It's far too cold for her to be naked."

The slaves surrounding me move away obediently as Master helps me to my feet. He wraps me in a tight hug before taking my hand and leading me from the room. I can't help but have a spring in my step as we stroll down the corridor. I have a perfect Master, friends, my collar and even my cough seems to be getting a little less frequent. I couldn't have dreamed for a better life!

"Sorry I sprung that on you," Master says, "I thought it might be a nice surprise."

"It was a wonderful surprise, Master, thank you!"

"Well, I heard what you said earlier and I didn't want you thinking you weren't good enough for me."

"I'm not sure I am good enough for you, Master," I admit honestly, "But I will try my hardest to live up to your expectations, I promise!"

"Well, I can't ask for much more than that, now can I?" he smirks, "And I will always be there for you Rose, I promise."

Nodding I cuddle up against his side, relishing the feeling of his arm around my shoulders as he leads me to his bedroom. Still buzzing with elation I head to the bathroom, intent on freshening up quickly so I can get back to my Master.

Splashing cold water on my face I take a moment to admire my new collar. The leather is shiny and black, yet very soft and my owner has taken care not to fix it to tightly around my neck. Smiling at my own reflection, I move the rose pendant so it sparkles in the light; it's so perfect.

The coughing fit hits so suddenly and fiercely that it doubles me over, as if someone had punched me directly in the solar-plexus. I grab for the sink to steady myself, sending the glass that holds our toothbrushes flying.

"Rose!?" Master shouts as the glass shatters against the tile floor.

— — —

Dan

My heart pounds in my chest as I burst into the bathroom. Rose is bent double, clutching onto the sink for dear life, tiny fragments of glass scattered around her bare feet. She's still coughing, each harsh bark hitting her slender body like a prize fighter.

Glass crunches under my trainers as I hurry to her side. I let her lean against me as with a final whimper the attack subsides. She looks up at me, her green eyes filled with the same terror as the first day we met, before she slowly pulls her hand away from her mouth, to reveal a palm full of frothy blood.

"Oh, sweet stars above."

She whimpers softly in my arms, trying desperately to reach the sink.

"No, don't move," I say in a panic, "you will cut yourself on the glass."

She nods slowly and I carefully pick her up. I am not muscular by any means, but Rose seems to weigh barely anything as I carry her out of the bathroom and lay her gently on the bed, grabbing one of my discarded t-shirts in order to clean the blood from her hand.

"I'm sorry, Master," she whispers, refusing to meet my gaze.

"You have nothing to be sorry for," I tell her, "just relax okay?"

She nods, "Yes, Master," I wince at how much defeat there is in her voice.

Suddenly the bedroom door bangs open. Turning on the spot I come face to face with Jezebel, who holds out the phone for me in a trembling hand. I am about to tell her to go away when I notice the look on her face.

I take the receiver in silence. "Hello?"

"Dan!" My dad replies at once, his voice frantic. "We've just had enforcers asking us who's at home tonight." There is a pause and I can hear my father breathing heavily. "You need to get out of the house. Now!"
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— — —

Dan

"Did you hear me?" my father shouts over the phone, "You need to get out of the house right now! And take the girl with you."

"B... But how?" I stutter, "Where would I go?!"

"You remember when you were younger we went on that trip, we got lost, and we ended up staying..."

I rack my brain, then a memory of my very disgruntled family pulling into a rundown roadside motel suddenly hits me. "I remember," I say, "We-"

"Don't say the name!" my father snaps, "We don't know, who's listening."

Sitting heavily on my bed I try desperately to wrap my head around what is happening. Until now, all the stuff with the enforcers seemed so unreal, like a kind of made-up fantasy in my own head, explained away as the product of paranoia mixed with an overactive imagination. But hearing my father telling me to make a run for it, to not even trust basic technology, suddenly makes everything terrifyingly real.

"Right, you know where you're going?" Dad asks.

"Yeah, but... But how am I going to get there?"

"You'll use my second my precious possession, do you understand?"

"Yes," I reply mutely.

"Good, I'll meet up with you in a few days. Don't try and get in contact with us, it will only make you easier to find."

"O... Okay," my voice shakes. "I'll see you soon, right?"

There is a pause before he answers. "Just... look after yourself, Dan. Don't do anything stupid, okay?"

"No, I won't," I promise. "See you soon."

He hangs up without answering.

"Shit, shit, shit!" I yell, throwing the phone onto the bed and hurrying to Rose's wardrobe.

"What the fuck is going on?" Jezebel demands.

"Dad thinks, the enforcers are coming for me." I say in a rush, grabbing a handful of neatly folded panties and throwing them onto the bed. "Pass me that bag, will you?" I snap, holding out my hand.

"You're running away?" my sister gasps, handing me my school bag, which I quickly upend letting books fall where they will.

"Unless you have a better suggestion..." I yell, throwing a bra, a pair of jeans and a vest onto the bed.

"But you can't run away from the enforcers, they will catch you! It will just make things worse!"

"Rose, get dressed, please," I say, trying to keep my voice level, before turning on my sister without a hint of vocal control, "You think I don't know that? But I'm not going to sit here and wait to be arrested. I need to fight. I need to do something."

"This is insane!" my sister shouts, but I notice she quickly hurries to Rose, helping her to get dressed. Meanwhile I throw clothes for the pair of us haphazardly into my backpack. This is insane; even if I do somehow manage to flee the city, the safe-land around the hub isn't that big an area, and the idea of negotiating a land crossing to another hub, in a vehicle that makes contact with the ground no less, is madness.

"Master?" Rose says softly as my sister helps her pull the vest over her head.

"It's okay, sweetie," I say softly. "But we are going to have to leave."

She nods quickly, wincing as she gets to her feet, the effects of her coughing fit still clearly evident. I feel like a complete bastard making her move around in this state, but I have no other choice. Grabbing my warmest looking hoodie, I hand it to her, "Better get you wrapped up warm, huh?"

"Yes, Master," she replies, pulling the oversized garment over her head.

"Right," I say, looking between my sister and my slave. "Let's go."

"How are you even getting anywhere?" Jezebel asks, following us out of the room.

"I'm going to borrow dad's car." I say matter-of-factly.

"You would be better handing yourself in to the enforcers; they might just be able to protect you when dad finds out."

"I have his permission."

"Stars, things really are bad, aren't they?"

"I'm not dead yet," I say, trying and failing to sound light-hearted. "Will you be okay here?" I ask.

When the enforcers show up only to discover I'm not at home, Jezebel will be on the receiving end of their interrogations. We both know it, though neither one of us will voice it aloud. I wish there was some way I could protect my sister as well as Rose, but someone needs to be here to protect the other slaves, and anyway, anything my sister will be put through is nothing compared to what would happen to her if she was discovered with us.

"I think, I can handle things." she shrugs. "I might need to make some calls."

I don't ask. My sister has a supernatural power to flirt her way out of most things; I can only hope her gift doesn't fail her tonight.

Rose is very quiet as we make our way through the house. The other slaves seem to know something is up and avoid us as we ransack the kitchen for bottled water and chocolate bars. Hardly war rations but it will have to do.

Despite the rather pressing circumstances I notice Rose pausing to look around the garage as we enter. Walking up to my father's car I take a moment to truly appreciate it. Despite the vintage design it looks poised and aggressive, glowing a warm silver in the sunlight that pours in from the overhead skylight.

The car unlocks with a clunk as I hit the correct button on the key and open the door for Rose, getting her settled before turning to my sister, who to my surprise throws her arms around me.

"Whatever happens, I love you little brother, you know that, right?"

"Err... yeah," I say a little awkwardly, "I love you too, don't worry. I'll find a way out of this, I promise."

We break apart without making eye contact. Jezebel knows I can't promise anything; for her this is goodbye. Some part of me knows it is for me as well, but I can't allow myself to think like that if I want to come home.

Climbing into the car I place my backpack on the back seats before smiling at Rose as I press the start button. She jumps as the car gently vibrates then roars into life. Thank god the operating procedure for personal vehicles hasn't changed much; a pedal to go, another to stop and a wheel to get the whole affair pointing in roughly the right direction.

I learned to drive along with the rest of my classmates when I turned eighteen, passing the test with an outstanding score. But I haven't really been in a car since then, at least not as a driver. I give a thumbs-up to Jezebel, who hits the control panel for the garage door.

It's a strange feeling being able to feel the gravel underneath the tyres as I roll out into the early evening sun. If I survive this, I am going to send a letter of thanks to the local neighbourhood council who decided last year to repave all the roads, especially for residents with a love of retro like my father.

With a final look back at the only home I have ever known I turn right, trying not dwell on the fact that this might be the last time I see where I grew up. Pushing a little harder on the gas, I fix my eyes on the road, hoping it will be a good enough distraction.

— — —

I'm glad it's summer, I think, deftly avoiding another large pothole; I wouldn't want to try and use this road at night. I suppose I should count myself lucky; strictly speaking, with the prevalence of anti-grav technology roads aren't really necessary, particularly roads like this one, that lead away from the central hub city towards agricultural lands and the rare beauty spot.

I look out at the uninterrupted view to the horizon, yellow grass swaying rhythmically. Here and there a small tree reaches for the sky, but it is a token effort at best. Rose has been silent thus far, her arms wrapped tightly around her chest and her face pressed to the window.

"How are you doing?" I ask softly, causing her to jump.

"I'm okay, Master, it's just..." she trails off, looking guilty.

"It's just what, sweetie?"

"I never got to say goodbye to Emily or the others," she replies quietly, absentmindedly fiddling with her collar.

"You'll see her again," I say, "Perhaps not straight away, we might have to hide for a while. But I promise you, we will go home eventually."

"Yes, Master," she says, trying her best to sound like she believes my words. I let her nuzzle my hand before turning my attention back to the road. It's going to be a long evening.

— — —

Rose

I had no idea, no concept that the world was this big. We've been driving for hours and yet the view has hardly changed, just miles and miles of golden grass bordering a straight line of black tarmac that seems to stretch on forever. It's terrifying; if Master were to leave me here, I would never be able to find another human to take care of me.

Every so often I spot a building or structure half sunk in the grass, but not a single one has looked remotely habitable so far. I sit back in my seat, closing my eyes, wishing my stomach would stop churning and my head would stop aching.

— — —

"Master," I say softly as the car climbs up a winding mountain path. "I don't feel well."

"Okay, sweetie," he says, gently stroking my leg. "I need to find somewhere to pull over."

I nod slowly, concentrating on not being sick. It's strange; I travelled for much longer in the back of a grav-car when I was first sold and I didn't feel like this. I think it's because of how smooth that vehicle was compared to this car. Even with my master taking extra care to avoid damaged sections of road, it's still very bumpy.

We drive on a little further before master steers off the road onto a run-down, paved area. We must have climbed quite a way, because just past the edge of the cracked pavement and a few thorny bushes lies a city, stretching out before us; vast. Yet it's nothing like any city I have ever seen; some of the taller buildings seem to have crumbled away revealing a gristly skeleton of twisted metal. And despite it being nearly sunset, there isn't a single light to be seen.

I jump as Master opens my door; I was so caught up in the view, I didn't notice him getting out of the car.

"Some fresh air will be good for you," he says soothingly, rooting around in the back of the car.

"Yes, Master," I reply, enjoying the gentle breeze on my face.

He hands me a bottle of water before wrapping a blanket around my crossed legs. I drink gratefully, feeling better for it almost at once. I turn my gaze back to the strange city as Master takes a seat on the doorsill, stroking my knee softly as he, too, looks out over the ruined metropolis.

"What is it?" I ask, my curiosity getting the better of me, "I mean, who lives there?"

"There?" Master shrugs, "No one, at least not officially. It's called New Haven, or at least it was before the war."

"War, Master?"

He gives me a crooked look. "How can you not know about the war?"

"We were taught about the concept of wars, Master, but we never learned about any particular one," I say apologetically.

"But... I mean... Do you know what you are?" he says flabbergasted.

"I'm a Lower Vil, Master?" I reply tentatively, suspecting it's not the answer he's looking for.

"Yes, but do you know where you come from?"

I frown. "I was bred in the compound, Master; I must have a mother and father, but I have never met them."

"No, I mean..." He looks at me seriously. "Rose, your... species? People? I don't really know the right word to use. But you originally came from another planet; please tell me you know about the Vil?" he asks.

"We were shown photos, but the wardens said, that should we meet one, we were not to talk or make eye contact; that our owners would give us further instruction."

"And you never, I dunno... you never wondered what they were? Or why you were different from the wardens? Or anything like that?" he asks in amazement.

"Asking questions is disobedient, Master," I say, "I think..." I gulp before continuing. "I think, Master, because you are so kind, you don't understand what that means." Now that I'm committed, I barrel on, hoping I can at least finish before I end up over Master's knee or worse. "If I asked, if I made any of the wardens aware that I wanted to know more than they allowed me to know, they would have punished me; I would have been flogged or caned or even whipped."

Master says nothing, but I can hear the sound of crunching plastic as he grips the water bottle tight in his fist, his knuckles turning white. I flinch instinctively, drawing his attention. "I'm sorry," he says quickly; sincerely. "I'm sorry, Rose, it isn't you. It's just... I hate them."

"Who?" I ask quietly.

"The people who would hurt you like that, who did hurt you like that. The slavers and just the whole fucking system; I used to fantasise about burning the whole stinking thing to the ground. But now I know, I can't even do that anymore, not without hurting the Lower Vil. I feel completely helpless," he sighs, "Listen to me, complaining to a slave that I feel helpless, I'm sorry."

"Master," I say softly, watching a lone bird soar high above the abandoned city. "May I ask a question?"

He looks up, a smile tugging at his frown. "Sure sweetie, ask away."

"What does hate feel like?" I say, feeling a little foolish. Still, for some reason my owner likes it when I ask questions. And I enjoy letting my curiosity run wild, even if it is disobedient.

"What?" he asks, blinking.

"I'm sorry, Master, it's just they taught us hate was to very strongly dislike something," I say quickly, my confidence waning as I blabber, probably not making any sense. "But you..." I take a deep breath, "A moment ago I thought you might be about to hurt me; I've never seen you like that."

I feel my heart pounding in my chest as I wait for my owner to respond. Stars! What has he done to me that I would say something like that? It isn't my place to question his feelings! And even if he did want to hurt me, which given the fact I'm responsible for him fleeing his home would be understandable, that's his right.

"I would never, ever hurt you," he says gruffly, looking me straight in the eye. "I know you're expecting me to, but seriously Rose, I wouldn't."

"Yes, Master," I reply nervously, thrown by the intensity of his gaze.

"Right, you don't ask easy questions, do you?" he says, taking a sip from his water bottle with a thoughtful look on his face.

"I'm sorry, Master, I-," he raises his hand, cutting me off the bottle still pressed to his lips.

"I suppose the main difference between disliking something and hating it is rationality. It's rational, for example, to dislike getting out of bed on a cold morning. But it's completely irrational to hate someone based on the colour of their skin, or their species."

I nod; it's a good explanation. But surely no one would hate another person just for how they look; that's beyond foolish.

"Love works the same way; sometimes you feel strongly about someone and you can't rationally explain why. The problem is both love and hate drive people to do wonderful and terrible things." He points at the city before us, "Case in point."

"People don't live there anymore because they hated the city?" I ask confused.

He laughs softly, "Not quite." Picking up a twig from the ground he rolls it between his fingers. "I guess I should start from the beginning. I would rather arrive at the motel after dark anyway and if you threw up in my dad's car, I'm not sure any force on this Earth could save us."

I nod quickly, sitting up a little straighter in my seat, eager to learn.

"So about two hundred and fifty years ago, give or take, humans discovered two things in very quick succession. Faster than light drives and a wormhole, which is a kind of tunnel through space." He laughs, "Stars, I sound like a history teacher! Anyway, where was I?"

"A wormhole, Master?" I say helpfully.

With a smirk he continues. "So yeah, we found a wormhole and as you would expect, we soon ventured through it. And things went well, we ended up in another galaxy and more importantly humanity encountered its first ever advanced sentient life form, two of them technically, though at the time I don't think anyone realised the Lower Vil were a separate species."

"At first, our meetings were friendly; at least they are reported to have been friendly, but who knows for sure? However, at some point relations fell apart and the Vil removed us not only from their planet but their home galaxy. Obviously, more than one attempt was made to restore diplomatic relations but nothing seemed to work. In fact, any probes that managed to make it back through the wormhole showed us that the Vil were massing their forces at the event horizon on the other side."

"You understand about war ships and weapons and all that kind of thing right?" Master asks.

"Yes Master." I reply, quickly, trying to memorise all this new information.

"Good. Well, our response was to start assembling our own forces on our side of the wormhole. The Vil were the first to attack, but were driven back quickly, which is what happened to our own attacking forces, too. I think at the time the intention was never to invade each other's planets, rather to secure both ends of the wormhole, because whoever could do that would be at a massive tactical advantage. The back and forth went on for years, with hundreds of ships being lost on both sides, mostly to enemy fire, but it was also quickly becoming apparent that the wormhole itself was inherently unstable."

I nod, imagining a giant plug hole in space sucking ships in and spitting them out.

"Some ships were lost on their way through the wormhole, never to be seen again. No one really knew what became of them; some people think they were torn apart, others think they were thrown randomly into space somewhere, light years from anywhere. The point is, the wormhole was falling apart and had we or the Vil had any sense, they would have let it die. But neither side was willing to sacrifice what they saw as their property and so work began on both sides of the anomaly to stabilise it. It's funny in a way, even when the opposing side had control of an entrance, they would rarely interfere with the infrastructure being assembled there."

"I'm glad they didn't break it, Master." I say, "I would never have met you if they did."

"No, in a roundabout way I suppose that's true," he grins, "We wouldn't have ended up being hunted by the government either, though," he finishes with a shrug.

"I'm sorry-" Once again he holds up a hand to silence me.

"Wouldn't have it any other way. Now where was I? Oh yes, so in a staggering display of contempt for each other's existence, both ourselves and the Vil managed to stabilize the wormhole, basically guaranteeing a prolonged struggle for control. And so it turned out; for about fifty years there was this kind of tug of war, where one side would hold both entrances for a few weeks before inevitably being driven back and overcome on their side of the breach. Neither side actually got anywhere in all this time, but still, we kept building ships and sending young men and women off to their deaths in defence of something, that even if we won it, we would have no real use for."

"Obviously something had to change, and the Vil did. They sent through an invasion fleet as normal, but instead of attacking our forces they split; half of them jumped very quickly to FTL drive scattering and the rest retreated. Of course, the Vil had no real idea of where Earth was, and were quickly hunted down and destroyed, but it was the start of a new phase of the war. Death was no longer restricted to the entrances as it had been for years; suddenly nowhere in the Milky Way felt safe."

"Of course, we used the same tactic almost at once and what had started as a tug of war quickly turned into interstellar guerrilla warfare. And so it went. More ships were needed, and more bodies to man them. Mandatory conscription was introduced; a rule that all men and women over the age of twenty must sign up for military service."



I let this all sink in, shuddering slightly. I'm glad Master doesn't expect me to fight for him; I don't think I could do that.

"I could bore you with details of the skirmishes between our forces during those years. Seriously," he smirks. "I had to write an essay on that period, but what's relevant to you is something that happened about a hundred years ago. We had been getting slowly closer and closer to each other's planets for years, and finally it happened that a specially designed Vil ship was able to slip close enough to Earth and fire."

I notice Master shiver before continuing in a slightly hushed voice. "The warhead hit the island of Japan, which was completely annihilated; every man, woman child and animal wiped out in seconds, followed swiftly by the united provinces of Korea and much of China and Russia." He sighs softly, "What wasn't wiped out in the initial blast was quickly lost to tidal waves, earthquakes or erupting volcanos, not to mention the ash that turned the sky black as night."

"I've never heard of any of these places, Master," I say quietly, trying to wrap my mind around whole landmasses of humans suddenly disappearing."

"No, well, that's hardly surprising. They are gone, and it's not as if the rest of the world escaped either. In fact, some people think that dying in an instant was merciful compared to the slow drawn-out death from starvation or worse, as the ash thrown up by the explosion plunged the globe into perpetual night."

"But you're still here Master?" I say quietly, remembering what it's like to be cut off from the sun completely and shuddering.

"You have the hubs to thank for that," he says, stroking my knee affectionately. "At least that's what we call them now. They used to be military bases. When the bomb hit they were protected by the same repulsion shields we used on our ships. Overnight they became the only safe refuge available; I can't even imagine how crowded they must have been."

"In the span of a year Earth lost nearly two thirds of its population. I think the Vil's intention was to bring the war to a swift end, but there was no way that was going to happen; not now. Remember what I said about hatred not being rational? Humanity was prepared to fight to its extinction if it meant a chance at revenge."

"After the bombing, the war became truly brutal. Conscription age limits were dropped completely; anyone old enough to operate basic ship systems was given three weeks training and sent to the front lines. Earth's attacks on Vil'rah began more and more to focus on civilian, medical and agricultural targets, seeking to do as much damage as possible."

"By the time the peace treaty was signed, the estimated death toll for both planets was nearly fifteen and a half billion, and both species were on the verge of total collapse. The Lower Vil were initially traded for food and medical supplies. I think for the Vil it was a matter of necessity; they would have starved otherwise. But I've also been wondering lately if a lack of available owners was also a factor in their decision, because the Vil insisted that each Lower Vil had a single owner. In the early days your species was treated more as a spare pair of hands than a slave."

"They would not have known how to speak English, Master," I say with a shudder. It's hard enough to understand what my Master wants and I can understand him! What must it have been like coming to a strange world with strange creatures and not having any idea what was going on?

"No," he agrees, "and their owners couldn't speak the language used on Vil'rah. Although that might not have been the worst thing in the world; a lot of people believed the Lower Vil to be spies."

"Spies, Master?" I ask confusedly.

"That they were sent here to learn our secrets, then take them back or otherwise report them to the Vil," he clarifies.

"But that would mean breaking one of the overriding edicts!" I say.

Master laughs softly, "I'm not so sure there were overriding edicts back then, sweetie." He gets up slowly, stretching as he looks out over the ruined city. With a soft smile he closes the car door and walks around to sit back in the driver's seat.

"It's starting to cool down," he says as a way of explanation. "With everything else, I almost forgot... well, the whole coughing up blood thing. Are you doing okay?" He attempts to keep his jovial tone, but isn't quite able to hide the worry in his voice.

I nod. "I'm okay, Master," I say softly. "My sister Leilani said sometimes when you're sick, you have to feel worse before you feel better."

It's strange actually saying my sister's name again after so long. I wonder how she's doing, I hope that she's found an owner that is as kind as mine and she doesn't miss us all too badly. She was always the one fussing over us, trying her very best to keep all of us out of trouble.

"I hope she's right," Master says absently, gazing out through the windshield.

I peer at my owner for a few long moments, allowing myself a tiny smile as I remember how irate Leilani would have gotten, if she knew how little I was doing to keep my curiosity in check. "Master?" I say, drawing his attention, "What happened after the Lower Vil came to Earth?"

"Huh?" he looks at me with a raised eyebrow, "Oh, yeah. Well, it took about ten years for the situation to truly stabilise. People were convinced that at any moment we would return to war; I imagine the Vil lived in a similar climate of fear.

He pauses to take a sip of water. "Thankfully that didn't happen; in fact both plants prospered with smaller, elite societies, relatively speaking, of course. Even many years later the grief was very real, but we adapted and moved on. We started to reclaim the land around the hubs, and started growing and farming food, both for ourselves and to trade with the Vil."

"As part of the terms of the treaty both sides of the conflict agreed to a disarmament program. Our warships were recycled, giving us the materials to build the hub cities. Other building supplies we either plundered from abandoned cities like this one or else imported from Vil'rah."

"As time went on, the role of the Lower Vil changed; they were no longer vital to the running of our factories. They quickly found themselves a highly valuable commodity, which was good news for their working class owners. Someone who sold a Lower Vil thirty years ago made enough to buy a whole army of them today, if they were allowed to own more than one of course."

"I don't think I would like it, if you owned another Lower Vil as well as me, Master," I say cautiously, still not quite sure how I feel about being able to speak my mind.

"No, me either. Look how much trouble I managed to get myself into with just one of you," he laughs softly. "It's a good thing though; without that rule, many people would buy entire factories worth of Lower Vil and fire all their human workers. No one wins in that scenario."

"Anyway, it's not really a surprise that not only was there a demand for Lower Vil, but for more human looking Lower Vil. The Vil had been breeding your kind for years and were more than happy to set up breeding compounds on Earth; the first ever Human-Vil joint venture created."

"That's why I don't have scales like Emily and Zack?" I say, something clicking in my mind in a most satisfying way.

"Yep, I suspect they are a generation or two behind you, though I don't know for sure. The compounds are highly secretive about how they breed their Lower Vil, like a restaurant keeping the recipe for their fried chicken locked in a safe."

There's a moment of silence in the car as we both stop to take a sip of our bottled water. I've never really thought about where I come from. I mean, once we learned about how reproduction worked, it followed that we must have had a mother and father. Was one of my parents human? From what Master was saying, one of them must have been. Does that mean my mother or father is free? Living out amongst the humans? Does he or she know I exist? Would they treat me like Master's parents treat him, or like a slave?

I'm pulled from my thoughts by the sudden rumble of the car firing back into life. I look over at Master, who smiles at me wearily.

"We better get going, sweetie," he says, stroking my knee before turning his attention the car controls. "Tell me if you start to feel sick again, okay?"

I nod, sparing the city one last look before we turn back onto the road. It feels strange to know so much about the world; to be allowed to know so much about the world. I'm still trying to wrap my head around wormholes and space battles and hub cities, but still, something's bothering me. A tiny detail, that doesn't make sense.

"Master?" I ask slowly, testing the ice as always whenever I ask my owner an unsolicited question. "Why didn't the animals die when Earth was attacked?"

"They did. Well, most of them did. But the rest of them were saved by the ark project, basically a ship full of cryo-frozen animals kept away from Earth, just in case something happened. It just goes to show you the depth of human arrogance, that we never devised something like that for ourselves."

"Cryo-frozen, Master?"

"It's like a biomechanical gel, whatever you throw in it stays alive, but completely frozen; no need for food or even oxygen. They use it in ship escape pods. Don't ask how it works, though. I've always been more interested in history than engineering."

Master expertly steers around a bend in the road, sighing under his breath as a long straight, seemingly endless stretch of road opens before us.

"None of Emily's shows talked about spaceships or cryo-freezing, Master?" I say, feeling more confident with each question I ask.

"Another insight into the human condition, sweetie," Master replies, looking at me sadly. "People like to pretend the war never happened, I mean, they know it did. But the grief and the loss..." He shakes his head. "It's hard to explain."

"I think I understand, Master." I say, not meeting his gaze. "I don't like to think about my sisters, it... I don't like remembering."

I wait for Master to say something, but he doesn't. He just reaches across the car and takes my hand as together we drive towards the sunset.

--- --- ---

Dan

As I had hoped the sun has well and truly set as I pull off the road into the parking lot of the motel. There isn't much space for normal sized cars, as most of the room is taken up by huge anti-grav trucks, their floating undersides splattered in mud. Evidence of the farms scattered liberally around this area.

Holding my breath I just about manage to squeeze my dad's prized car between two hovering mini-vans. Rose, seeming to realise that I need to focus, stays perfectly still. But once we stop she leans forward, her face alive with curiosity.

"I need to go and rent us a room," I say softly. "Stay here okay? I'll be back soon."

For a brief moment I think she is going to argue, or at least protest being left alone, but the look fades quickly and she nods, "Yes, Master."

Leaning over I gently kiss her lips before sliding out of the car into the cool night air. This place is just like I remember it; a two story 'U' shaped building surrounding a pool area make up the body of the hotel, with the office sitting under a huge neon sign not far from the main building.

It is the neon's I remember the most, a mixture of green blue and purple light flashing throughout the night. My mother thought the sign was obnoxious, but I disagreed, and still do. Sometimes, very occasionally, retro suits a place. I wonder if this place was a remnant of life before the war, or if it was built new.

The thought is driven from my mind by a rumble in my stomach as I notice the office building has expanded to include a burger joint, which to my delight is lit with even more neon lights.

With a new eagerness in my step and a nervous look back at the car I walk the short distance to the office, jumping at the tinkling of a bell as I push the glass door open.

"Good evening, Sir!"

I stop in my tracks, looking at the Lower Vil behind the counter. She is covered in scales, which contrasts rather strangely with her blond wig and red checkered shirt. I can't see below the counter but I am willing to bet she is also sporting cut-off blue denim shorts.

Right. This could be problematic.

"Would you like a room for a night, hun? Or perhaps you're hungry! My sister makes a mean burger, let me tell you."

I have never heard such a ridiculously scripted, not to mention cheesy, statement said with quite such enthusiasm.

"Your sister?" I say, "As in your actual, biological sister?"

A flicker of confusion flashes across her reptilian face, probably invisible to most people, but I have had practice with Rose.

"Yes, Sir," she replies cheerfully, before continuing without missing a beat. "The burgers she makes are world famous!"

I highly doubt that the world, or what is left of it, knows about her burgers, but it is interesting to see two slaves from the same, what did Emily call it, litter, working together. If it wasn't for the fact that I am being hunted by government forces, I would do some digging.

"I wish to speak to the owner," I say, hoping I can come up with a plan on how to pay for the room before they arrive.

"Please, Sir! I can assist you with whatever you may need." There is a subtle nervousness to her voice, I guess she has more reason that most receptionists for worrying about getting her boss involved.

"You can assist me by getting the owner," I say, feeling increasingly guilty.

"Yes, Sir. Please excuse me for a moment." She disappears into a back room.

I peer out of the large glass window, trying to catch a glimpse of Rose, but it is too dark to see anything clearly, all that is visible is the back of the car; I suppose at least that means she hasn't driven off without me.

"What do you want?"

I turn to see a thin, yet clearly fit, grey-haired old man standing at the counter, the Lower Vil girl standing behind him with her eyes fixed on the floor.

"I need a room for a few nights," I reply, catching his eye and immediately regretting it. He must be ex-military; no one naturally stands so still or radiates such a supreme authority.

"Yeah? That's why the girl's here, ain't it?" He gives me a suspicious look.

My mind races through replies, before in desperation I take a stab in the dark. "I don't much care for scalers," I say, using the most common slur for someone from Vil'rah.

He raises a white eyebrow, "That so... You don't look old enough to have served on no ship boy, what do you know about scalers?"

"My granddad," I reply, "He told me all about what they did." Actually he gave me a balanced account of the atrocities committed by both sides to each other and everyone in-between.

"He serve?"

It's a redundant question; barring the loss of more than two limbs or a head everyone served in the military. The hubs were too small to effectively hide, and leaving the protection of the repulsion shield was a death sentence in and of itself.

I nod. "He was a fighter pilot on the Invictus Eight," I say, truthfully this time.

"Well, he would know better than most," he nods sagely. "And he's not wrong, but the girl's alright." He looks over his shoulder. "Best workers I ever had, truth be told."

"Aren't you worried she'll turn on you?" I say, buying myself time.

He shrugs, "Risk you take, lad. Now you needed a room?"

"Yeah, just for a few days, just until I can find someone willing to take me on to the Central Hub."

"What business you got there?" he asks, a not unreasonable question; traveling between hubs is rare, even more so for someone my age.

"I want to join the Navy, but my parents...," I trail off. "Let's just say they are not exactly supportive; in fact they've cut me off."

I see the indecision clear on his face. He obviously supports anyone joining the military, as I was hoping. But he has also just realised I don't have any credits to pay with. This is why I needed a human; I doubt a Lower Vil would understand the concept of barter.

"I'm not a charity, lad," he says sternly.

"I know," I say quickly, "I'm not asking for a handout, just a bit of flexibility on price."

He raises an eyebrow as I pull my folded tablet from my pocket. "How about this? It's gotta be worth a few nights and a burger right?"

He looks at me for a long moment, before holding out his hand for the tablet. With only a touch of regret I hand it over; it's better than using my ident chip and broadcasting my exact location to the entire government, assuming they don't already monitor this place. Well, all I can do is hope that being privately owned they don't.

Despite his advancing years the old guy behind the counter seems to know his way around a tablet and soon he is scrolling through the myriad features this gadget offers.

"Grab the key for room forty-two, will you Veki? And tell your sister to make whatever the kid wants."

"Yes, Master!" his slave squeaks.

He nods at me once before returning to his office, his face buried in his new toy. I smile as Veki hands me a key card, a gesture she returns with more than a little relief.

--- --- ---

"You need to eat, Rose." I say softly.

"But what about you, Master?" She asks, for what feels like the thousandth time. I'm glad she has the new found confidence to answer back; I just wish she wasn't using it to argue with me.

"I have a doughnut," I remind her, "Now come on, sweetie, please don't make me command you to eat." I raise an eyebrow at her.

Slowly, with her eyes fixed on mine, she takes a bite of the burger. Satisfied, I pull my own dinner from the bag, wondering how exactly we are supposed to keep ourselves entertained in this bland hotel room, especially now, that I'm bereft of my tablet. My gaze wanders back to Rose; I am sure we can come up with a few distracting activities.

Suddenly there is a loud knock on the door.

"Rose, get under the bed. Now," I say in a panicked whisper.

She throws me a terrified look before diving to the floor and wiggling under the bed. Her ankle disappears from sight just as the door busts open.

The room seems at once to become an explosion of chaos and shouting as black-clad enforcers rush in. I had grandiose plans of making a run for it, but the sudden shock and the reality of what I am up against leave me completely immobile, like a rabbit caught in a headlight.

One of the men, at least I assume they are all men, shouts something at me. Before his words have even had a chance to register, I feel myself being pulled boldly off of the bed.

I hit the ground so hard that it knocks the wind out of me. The enforcers don't even give me time to work out which way up is before they force a black bag over my head.

Fighting with all my might the urge to struggle or fight back, I allow my hands to be restrained behind my back, followed swiftly by my ankles.

"Where is the girl?" one of them asks as a silence falls across the room.

I hold my breath, hoping against all hope that Rose might be able to escape this yet. Then she starts to cough.

There is a sudden crashing sound as the bed is presumably thrown aside, followed by yet more crashes intermixed with hacking coughs.

"Rose!" I yell, "Rose! Fight them! Don't let them take you!"

"Rose!"

I feel a sharp prick in my arm, and my already dark world falls away completely.
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Blinking against the harsh white light that assaults my vision, I come piece by piece back to reality. I have the strangest sensation of a great amount of time having passed, while simultaneously feeling like I've been sedated just moments ago. I try to rub my eyes, only to find that my wrists are cuffed together.

"Rose?" I say in a crackling voice.

There is no reply, not that I expected one. Of all the times to have a coughing fit... Well they would have found her anyway, no doubt. But at least she could have had a fighting chance, had fate been just a little less cruel. I just hope she's okay. I mean, regardless of anything else she's still valuable property, right? That should give her some level of protection, though I doubt it will grant her much kindness, especially given the treatment we have received thus far.

The ceiling slowly comes into focus. I was expecting dull concrete, perhaps even metal bars, but instead, I am greeted by a gleaming checkerboard of clean white tiles and light panels. Throwing my weight forward I manage to sit up without the use of my bound hands. Twisting myself around, I perch on the edge of the low plastic bench I had been laying on. Someone must have taken it upon him or herself to dress me in a bright orange jumpsuit which stands out in a stark contrast to my otherwise perfectly white surroundings.

Other than what seems to be a combination of toilet and sink in one corner, the room is empty.

"Hello?" I shout into the still air.

I wait in silence, my ears pricked for any kind of movement outside of the cell, but there is nothing. Sighing heavily I prepare to get up, shivering as my bare feet touch the cold floor. Great; they could have at least left me some socks.

It takes me a few attempts to propel myself onto my feet, a move I regret immediately as my legs buckle beneath me. Unable to brace myself with my hands, I crash headfirst into the wall. Groaning I rest my cheek against the cold tile, desperately trying to shake the pins and needles from my legs.

"Fuck!" I hiss between my teeth as feeling slowly returns. Where the hell is everybody? Aren't prisons supposed to be guarded? Isn't that the point?! Where are the bastards?

"Hey!" I yell, walking like a clockwork robot over to the door and slamming my fists repeatedly against the cool metal with a series of satisfyingly loud clangs from the handcuffs.

"Anyone?" I kick the bottom of the door, sending a searing pain coursing through my toe. "Argh!"

Suddenly the upper section of the door phases, turning transparent yet remaining stubbornly solid. A black armored enforcer stands directly in front of me, his or her face hidden behind a blacked out visor. Despite not being able to see their expression, I instantly picture a sneer.

"Step away from the door." Judging by the voice, the enforcer is female, not that that is much comfort.

I do as I am told, still supremely unsteady on my feet.

There is a clunk followed by a low hiss as the door gently swings open. "You know what you have on your wrists?" the woman asks, holding up a small black triangle, not too dissimilar from the key fob for Dad's car. Oh stars, what have they done with the car? I don't think my father would have too many sleepless nights knowing his only son was imprisoned, but knowing his beloved car was impounded? Perhaps I'm safer in my cell.

"Handcuffs?" I reply, trying to steady my voice.

She presses a button on the fob and pain unlike anything I have ever felt before courses through my body. The bloody cuffs must act as Tasers. I crumple to the ground in a heap, the electricity continuing to course through me for what feels like years, even though it is probably only a few seconds.

"Motherfucker," I groan, rolling onto my back as my body continues to twitch. "You could've just told me!" I yell, glaring at the women in the doorway.

"We find a practical education works best for our clientele," she says without a hint of emotion. "Now get to your feet and follow me."

"A little help?" I say, trying to roll onto my hands and knees, a task made all the more difficult by the cuffs and spasms.

In response she holds up the little black fob in a suitably threatening gesture.

"Fine, fine!" I snarl, "Just give me a second."

In possibly the most undignified manner possible I manage to get to my feet, my legs now sufficiently awake, even as my arms continue to spasm. The dispassionate woman at the door gives me a quick once over before taking a step back, waiting for me to leave the cell.

I hobble into the corridor, which, like the cell, is a tribute to all things clinically white. There are no windows, so I have no way of knowing where I am or even what time it is. I feel a sharp prod in my back and getting the hint rather quickly, I start to walk forward past cell upon identical cell.

"Where am I?" I ask, preparing myself for another jolt of electricity. Is this how Rose lives her life, with the spectre of pain always over her head, nervous about asking even the most basic of questions? Stars, no wonder making a choice is so hard for her.

"No talking," is the only answer I get from the enforcer.

Having no wish to test her patience, I continue on in silence until at last we reach an open door. She jabs me again, forcing me inside. The room could be another cell, if not for the table with two chairs facing each other. One a simple metal construction bolted to the floor, the other a plush leather affair. It doesn't take me too many guesses to work out which one I am supposed to use.

"Sit."

I do so without complaint, half expecting something to happen, though not exactly sure what.

"Hands," the enforcer says, pointing to the white table in front of me.

I slowly move my hands onto the table top, only half surprised when suddenly the handcuffs clamp onto the surface. Tentatively I try and pull away, not in an effort to get away, only to confirm what I already know. There is no escape.

"Someone will be with you shortly," the woman says with a distinct lack of anything close to tenderness before turning on her heel and leaving the room.

"Wait-," I manage to say, before the door slams behind her. I swear under my breath, the cold metal seat already causing me to fidget. I hope Rose is being treated better than I am.

———

It's impossible to know how much time has passed since I was first brought into this room, but it feels like a long time, made even longer by my fear for Rose slowly building in my chest like rising floodwater. Even if by some miracle I manage to get out of here, I have no legal claim to her; I have no way of rescuing Rose. Hell, I don't even have a photo of her!

My near manic worry is interrupted by the opening door as a middle aged man walks into the room with an almost irritating air of confidence. Wearing a crisp black suit and with his dark hair carefully parted he looks like he could be some jet-setting millionaire. Is this my lawyer?

"Ah, Mr. Fallow," he announces with a disarming smile. "How gracious of you to join us."

"I didn't really get much of a choice," I mutter, remembering a little too late that this man might have one of the little black zap boxes on him.

"Ah, what choice do any of us really have, Mr. Fallow?" he asks rhetorically, sitting down opposite me before continuing in the same pleasant tone. "I have one or two questions for you."

"Where's Rose?" I ask.

He raises an eyebrow, "She's safe, you needn't worry about her anymore."

What the hell is that supposed to mean? "I want to see her; I'm not answering any of your stupid questions until I see her."

"Mr. Fallow, words have not yet been invented to describe quite how much trouble you are in. You have broken the law, threatened the peace and have been an overall enormous pain in the arse."

"What?" I shake my head. "I haven't broken any laws. I demand to see Rose."

"Why?" the man asks, leaning back in his chair.

"Why what?" I reply, trying to keep my temper in check. Thus far my interviewer has been fairly good about the whole not electrocuting me thing, but I can't let fear get the better of me now, not if I want to see Rose again.

"Why do you want to see the slave so badly?"

"What kind of question is that?" I reply, not quite able to keep the glare from my face. "I care about her, I want to make sure she's okay!"

"But you must understand that she is no longer your property, her wellbeing is a matter for the Department of Inter-Species Relations," he eyes me critically.

"Yeah? And how much does your stupid government department care about her? You don't even think of her as a person, she's just a slave to you people. But she isn't to me, and I will be dammed if sit here and answer your pointless questions without at least making sure she is being treated humanely!" I'm not quite sure at what point I started yelling, but I'm suddenly very much aware of the fact, a deathly silence fills the room as I finish speaking.

The suited man watches me for a long moment, his emotions hidden. Without speaking he reaches into his pocket and withdraws a fob.

"No, wait!" I say, tensing in preparation for a fresh wave of pain.

Raising an eyebrow he clicks the remote, instantly freeing my hands. "Very well, come along."

"What?"

"Mr. Fallow, your school records show you are not, as so far as the system can tell, mentally challenged. And yet, you seem to be incapable of keeping up with the most basic verbal instruction." There's no meanness to his voice, in fact, if anything he sounds amused.

"Sorry," I say, not entirely sure why I am apologising after being insulted. "I'm not having a great day. What I meant is, why are you taking me to see Rose? Wait, you are taking me to see her, right?"

He sighs. "Yes, Mr. Fallow, I am. Now, I could give you a full answer, one that I'm not entirely sure you would be able to comprehend. Or we could go and visit your ex-slave. What will it be?"

"Rose," I reply at once.

"Hmmm... Perhaps there's hope for you yet." He gestures to the door.

Not daring to dither in the doorway, I step out into the hall where three enforcers stand at attention. I feel something icy in the pit of my stomach as I notice they are all armed, not with little black fobs but rail-rifles. I have never seen a gun in real life, they are tightly controlled as per the peace treaty, but apparently there are some branches of government that are permitted to circumvent that. Where the hell am I?

The stage suited man quickly joins me and I fall into step beside him, the three guards silently following us. We continue on to the end of the corridor where we are met by a pair of large elevator doors, which open as we approach. I follow my interrogator into the relatively small space with a tinge of panic, suddenly being completely surrounded. Breathing hard I look around, searching for some distraction. My gaze falls on the numerous buttons hinting at just how massive this complex must be.

"Where are we?" I ask as the doors slide shut and we start to ascend.

"Oh," he seems a little taken aback, "This is the Department of Inter-Species Relations, well, one of the many buildings that make up the department anyway."

"Why does the Department of Inter-Species Relations have a jail in the basement?"

"Well, Mr. Fallow, the typical use for a prison is to lock away those who have broken the law. The only difference is that here we deal exclusively with those who break a law that would threaten the peace treaty, like yourself, for example."

"I haven't threatened anything!" The enforcers around me shuffle uneasily at my raised voice and I make a conscious effort to lower the volume as I continue. "I've never hurt Rose or any other slave, I've been campaigning to free the Lower Vil for years! Just ask my school, they will tell you."

"We are well aware of your extracurricular actives, Mr. Fallow," the man says, bouncing on the balls of his feet as the elevator comes to a stop. "And as honourable as they are, did it not seem prudent to you to inform the authorities that a Lower Vil in your possession didn't have a mandatory Ident chip as required by the peace treaty?"

Biting my lip I consider my answer as we walk out into a sunlit corridor. Taking my first look outside since being arrested I am surprised to see a snow-capped mountain range on the horizon, interrupted by the sea of gently swaying golden grass that stretches out seemingly forever.

"How was I to know she didn't have a chip?" I reply at last, not quite making eye contact in case I give myself away.

"Surely your friend, the vet told you when he was examining her?"

I clench my fists, that motherfucker! He reported us? "The rat bastard..." I growl under my breath.

To my surprise, the man besides me laughs, the sound not too dissimilar to a hyena. "No, Mr. Fallow, you were not, what is the expression, grassed up, not by the vet anyway; the equipment he was using on the other hand..." he trails off with a broad smile.

Suddenly realising I have been caught in a lie, I shut my mouth. I'm going to need to be a lot more careful about what I say from now on. I suppose it should have occurred to me that the scanner Andrew used to examine Rose would have been connected to the internet, and by extension to the government. But why the hell would the powers that be need to keep track of the medical procedures being performed on family pets?

"Just take me to Rose," I say quietly, "Once I know she's okay..."

"Your wish is my command, Mr. Fallow," he replies, stopping outside a door and pressing his right palm against a glass panel. A green light outlines his hand and the door unlocks with a click. Nodding at me he pushes the door open.

I expect another cell, or perhaps an interrogation room, but I find something quite different as I rush into the room. It is almost like a small movie theatre with two rows of chairs facing a huge window looking down on a truly horrific scene. Rose, clearly unconscious, lies on a thin floating table, barely wider than her back, her arms raised up above her head like some kind of horizontal crucifixion. A thin blanket covers her legs but her chest is bare and surrounded by an intricate metal cage that acts as a framework for hundreds if not thousands of wires and tubes, each buried cruelly in her chest from all angles. Tiny floating drones dart around her like bees diving down seemingly at random to adjust a tube or reposition a needle.

"What have you evil bastards done?" I yell, my vision blurred as blood rushes to my face. Without thinking, without even pausing to consider the consequences, I swing my cuffed fists in the general direction of the suited man's face.

Pain courses through my entire hand as my knuckles meet not soft flesh, but the steel wall of his repulsion field. Technology that can deflect high calibre bullets is rather nonplussed when met with a weak though impassioned, double handed punch and I stagger back cradling my right hand in my left. I look up to see my intended target smiling and the barrel of one of the enforcers rifles pointed at my face.

"We evil bastards are re-growing your slave's lungs, Mr. Fallow," he pauses long enough to lower the guard's gun with a single finger. "I believe, the term is ma-ha-ha," he says, imitating a cartoonish evil laugh.

"Stars, are you always this fucking smug?" I curse, my hand throbbing painfully. "Why the hell would she need her lungs re-grown, what did you do to her?"

"Mr. Fallow, I have kept up my end of the bargain. Your Lower Vil is alive and well, in fact, I would venture she's in a lot less pain than you are right now." He gestures to one of the soft looking chairs on the front row. "Now, I believe you agreed to talk," he speaks calmly enough, but there is a subtle hint of malice behind his words that wasn't there a moment ago.

I sit down, my gaze fixed on Rose who remains completely motionless. What the hell have I gotten her into?

"She will be quite alright, Mr. Fallow," the man says, taking the seat beside me.

I nod, not trusting myself to answer. Was Rose really sick enough to need a new pair of lungs to be grown? I mean, she was coughing up blood, but surely things weren't that bad? And anyway, I've never even heard of a pair of lungs being grown inside a person before. Normally replacement organs are grown in a lab before being transplanted, which means whatever they are doing to allegedly save Rose is completely cutting edge.

"She doesn't look alright," I point out.

"Oh come now, she's much more likely to leave this building alive than you are."

I stare, waiting for him to laugh, but no amusement seems forthcoming.

"Who are you?" I ask, not quite ready to tackle his previous comment.

"You can call me Mr. X," he replies.

"Your name is Mr. X?"

"No, but that is what you can call me," he says, a smile playing at his lips. How can someone go from comforting to issuing thinly veiled death threats in the space of a few sentences while remaining so completely likeable?

"Right," I say uneasily, "Well, what do you want to know?"

"Tell me, Mr. Fallow, do you know the purpose of the government?"

"Err," I falter at the unexpected question, "well, I mean the government represents the people, they are the ones we elect to pass laws and look after the hubs," I shrug.

"I'm afraid not, Mr. Fallow. The purpose of the government, its sole purpose in fact, is to uphold the peace treaty. All other considerations are secondary to that goal. Which is where your Lower Vil becomes a problem; she is an illegally bred, genetically engineered, undocumented threat to this entire planet."

"Genetically engineered?" I say, staring open mouthed at Rose.

"Oh yes, I believe so. Would you care for a drink, Mr. Fallow?"

"What? No," I pause, "I mean, yes, water please." Shaking my head I look at him. "Whatever has been done to her; is it curable?"

"The effect can be treated; as for the root cause, I'm afraid we are both stuck with that." He holds up a finger, before gently cupping the side of his face, "Lucy, a glass of water and my usual coffee, please." I hear no reply, but he inclines his head slightly, turning once again to me.

"Tell me, Mr. Fallow, what are you willing to give up for the girl?"

"I would die for her," I say, sitting up straight and giving Mr. X a hard stare.

"Well, that makes things much easier," he says, nodding his head approvingly.

Have I just condemned myself to death? Or was that always on the table and he's simply happy to know I will accept my fate? He's unlike anyone I've ever met; I mean who even is this Mr. X? He uses a star-dammed code name like a spy, but acts like an enforcer and dresses like a model. And it's not just the way he presents himself; he seems to be able to slither between friendliness and hostility like a snake, leaving me feeling perpetually uneasy.

But it's the treatment of Rose, or at least whoever he works for's treatment, that I find most confusing. If she really is all the things she says she is, why hasn't he just gotten rid of her? I mean, he says she's a threat to the planet, yet claims to be helping to treat her. Perhaps the fact that he hasn't just killed her outright gives me an opening; maybe there is a way out of this. But I need to know more, starting with exactly who this mysterious Mr. X is.

"So you work for the Department of Inter-Species Relations?" I ask, already knowing the answer but trying to sound conversational.

He grins, "Correct; we ensure that in all human-alien interactions the peace treaty is upheld." There is a shuffle by the door and a girl wearing a simple white dress walks into the room, carrying a silver tray laden with drinks. I almost mistake her for human, but no, she is a Lower Vil. Like Rose, she has none of the scales of an older generation of slave, rather a simple pattern of dots in roughly the same position as Rose's Maze markings.



"Ah, thank you Lucy," Mr. X says, smiling broadly at the girl. There is no ambiguity in his look of obvious affection.

With a smile the slave places the tray on the windowsill in front of us, a tiny frown crossing her face as she looks down at Rose, replaced with a look of gleeful surprise as Mr. X pulls her onto his lap where she nuzzles his neck; apparently that particular display of affection isn't unique to Rose.

"I considered simply executing you, Mr. Fallow," Mr. X says in the same tone one might use to comment on the weather, "but I believe we share some common views when it comes to the Lower Vil."

I nod slowly, not sure exactly how to respond. Every time he speaks, he adds yet more questions to my rapidly growing list. What is wrong with Rose? How has she been genetically engineered and to what end? And an endless number more, all of them sitting atop the biggest question of all, how do I get myself, and Rose, out of this?

He adds nothing further, and despite wanting to demand answers from him I take a moment to gather my thoughts in the silence. I hadn't actually taken much time to consider what being arrested might be like, not like that this, that's for sure.

"You know, Mr. Fallow- Dan, can I call you Dan? The Lower Vil really are quite amazing creatures, yet they are so very often completely overlooked," he says suddenly.

"Err, no one really thinks much about slaves, I guess," I say, stumbling over my words as I hasten to reply.

"It was less their demeanour and more their biology I was observing. Did you know that Lower Vil do not have what we would understand as a blood group? They are both universal donors and receivers. You could mix up a bag of human and Vil blood, pump it into your slave and her body would accept it quite readily. The same goes for blood she donates; both ourselves and the Vil would be able to use it with no noticeable ill effects."

"Really? I'm surprised people haven't started harvesting them for blood, if it's so useful," I say dryly.

"Oh they would, were it not for the treaty," he exhales softly, "The Lower Vil do not suffer from organ rejection syndrome, they are more adaptable than any species we have ever encountered. They share a name with the Vil, but they are by a measure of magnitude genetically superior."

I shrug, not sure how I feel about basing superiority on genetics, I've always believed morals were a better way to judge someone. "Why are you telling me this?" I ask, turning my gaze back to the window.

"Because in order to understand why your slave needs to have her lungs replaced, you need to understand exactly what she is."

"Fine, what is she?" I say, trying not to show my frustration. Whatever the reason is that Rose and I have been brought here for, I doubt it's altruistic.

"A prototype."

"For what?" I ask, looking down at Rose, trying to spot something I hadn't noticed before.

He seems to think for a moment, gently wrapping a strand of Lucy's platinum hair around his finger. "Towards the second half of the war it was realised that soldiers aging out of service was a serious problem. You see, while those men and women who might have nearly seventy years of experience as a pilot or engineer were perfectly willing to continue fighting, their bodies were not. And so it was decided that research should be undertaken in the relatively new field of genetic engineering to determine if the aging process could be slowed or even stopped."

"You don't mean..." I look at him, knowing my mouth is gaping but unable to shut it.

"That the project was a complete disaster? Of course. As it turns out cell death and regrowth are not things you should mess with, at least, on anything other than a superficial level. So the project was shut down, the only evidence of its existence a filing cabinet in the capital Hub's archives and a pile of corpses."

"Sweet stars, and they've done this to Rose?"

"Yes, from the small amount of time we have had to study her it seems the most likely explanation. The Lower Vil are certainly adaptable enough to deal with a majority of the alterations. Our best guess is that a human was genetically modified with an inactive form of the gene therapy, and then bred with a Lower Vil female. Who then went on to have a litter of children and..." he gestures to Rose, who suddenly looks even more like she is trapped in the lab of a madman.

"So, she's what? Immortal?" I ask, not daring to believe my own words.

"Does she look immortal?" Mr. X scoffs, "No, though she and her sisters can handle the alterations better than any human ever could, they are hardly healthy. Before you acquired her, she would have been on a regiment of tailor-made medication to try and bring her body into something resembling synchronicity; we suspect, the residual effects of a lifetime of medication are what gave her these last few weeks of relatively good health."

"Unfortunately for her, the effects are only cosmetic; she will still grow old, she just won't look it," he finishes, looking down at Rose with a thoughtful expression.

"Wait, wait, wait," I say, scolding myself for trusting him so quickly. "If she's been engineered not to age why isn't she stuck as a baby?"

He shrugs, "We don't know anything for sure, as I said we have only had a few hours to study her. Much of what we know comes from hundred year old research notes, but the plan was always for the subject to develop normally up until the effects kicked in. We think that's what going to happen to Rose, once she can bear children in a year or so she will stop aging altogether."

"But why even bother with the cost, not to mention the risk of an illegal beauty treatment for a slave?

"You really can't see why a compound would want to sell a slave that never ages? It's like a car that never rusts, imagine how much you could charge for that?"

"But this is ridiculous!" I say, sitting up a little straighter. "If you know all of this why have you arrested me? Why aren't you moving against the compound?"

"The compound is jointly owned by Humans and Vil," he replies, as if explaining everything.

"So?"

"Even the accusation of wrongdoing would be too much of a threat to the treaty; it's not a line we are willing to cross. No, what we need is for the situation to come to the attention of the joint Human-Vil inspection team naturally."

"And how do you propose to do that?" I ask, feeling like I am being led around in circles.

"Why, by getting one of our people in on the inside to make sure things go the way we want on inspection day."

"And you want that person to be me?" I venture, with a sinking feeling of dread.

His burst of laughter is so sudden it causes the slave in his lap to jump. "You? Sweet stars, no. You couldn't even be trusted to run away with your slave in a reasonable amount of time, we had to get your parents involved," he shakes his head, still laughing. "I mean, an enforcer spoke to you directly and you still didn't get the hint. It really was something to watch."

"So, if you don't want me to spy for you, what do you want?" I say in irritation.

"We want you to help convince your slave that temporarily returning to her compound on our behalf is the correct choice," he says simply, looking down at Rose with a half-smile.

"You can't make her go back to the compound," I say outraged, "Do you have any idea how she was treated by those people?"

"I'm well aware of how slaves are treated at compounds, Mr. Fallow," he replies coldly, stroking his slave's hair. "However, this is a unique problem and as such we have been forced into finding a unique solution. We ask only for your support."

"A few minutes ago you were telling me that Rose was no longer my concern and dropping thinly veiled threats of execution. Now all of a sudden you want my help?"

"As I said, we have a unique problem; you are an opportunity that has presented itself. I would have thought you would be glad not to be executed; most people are," he shrugs.

I grind my teeth in frustration. "You're acting like you're going to give her a choice," I reply bitterly.

"That's exactly what I'm going to do," he says, "As I said, we share some common views when it comes to the Lower Vil."

I stare at him, trying to detect some hint of honesty or otherwise, but his expression reveals nothing. His whole plan is insane; Rose isn't a spy or a secret agent, she is an abuse victim who is being asked to return to her abuser to reveal something she doesn't even know about herself. And yet, if I'm not mistaken, this crazy plan is the only reason I'm still alive.

"Fine," I say at last. "But if Rose refuses, I will stand by her."

"I would be disappointed if you didn't," Mr. X smiles. "Now, before you leave us, I trust I don't need to tell you that no-one, not even your family can know that you came to this facility, or what we have discussed today?"

"Leave?" I say, flabbergasted. "I'm not leaving, Rose needs me!"

"Mr. Fallow, your slave is currently unconscious and will be for the next few days at least. Should you stay here, you will not only be bored, you will raise suspicions. I trust, you intended to return home at some point?"

"Yes," I say, through gritted teeth, trying very hard to remind myself that this man can kill me with a word should he wish. Even so, it's hard not to have another crack at his stupid smug face.

"Well then, no time like the present!" he says with a smirk. "I'll be seeing you in a few days, Mr. Fallow. Do try and stay out of trouble."

My strange interviewer gestures to one of the armed henchmen. "Make sure, Mr. Fallow is reunited with his wonderful motor car. We wouldn't want him returning home empty handed, now would we."

There is no telling the expression of the black-visored guard, but I assume from the way he yanks me roughly to my feet, he isn't my biggest fan. Gripping my upper arm hard enough to bruise he leads me towards the door.

"Oh and Mr. Fallow?" Mr. X says, not looking up from his slave girl. "We believe the compound may be looking for their slave, using their own methods. It goes without saying, that regardless of your slave's choice, should you compromise this mission, you will never see your little Rosie again." He pauses to let that sink in. "Have a safe trip."

And just like that, I am pushed into the hallway, being led away with a final image of Rose burned into my mind. Stars, I hope I will get to see her again.

I didn't think I would be leaving this place alive, but now that I am, I can't help but feel bittersweet, because a part of me is still locked up here.
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Hey all, I saw some commenters worried that this story had been abandoned. I promise I'm still writing, and I'm committed to finishing Dan and Rose's story. It's just taking me a little longer than I thought.

Thanks again to curiousvisitor for proofreading.

Enjoy

— — —

Rose

I swim through the azure blue water, gliding above a maze of brightly coloured coral. Suddenly from a hidden spot in one of the beautiful formations an octopus emerges, heading straight for me. I try and swim away, but my arms and legs no longer seem to work; I am paralyzed, only able to watch as the horrible creature attaches itself to my face, shoving its long slimy tentacles down my throat.

I wake with a start, gagging as I thrash against whatever is reaching down my throat; my vision is a blurred haze of light suddenly interrupted by a vague black shadow.

"Hey! Hey calm down!" a girl says, placing her hand firmly on my chest. "I need to take the tube out! Stay still!"

It's not my Master's voice, but something about the command registers with me. Despite feeling like I am going to die, I try and hold still as I can. Closing my eyes tight, I try not to panic as I experience the bizarre sensation of a tube being pulled from my throat. With a final cough the tube is gone and I can breathe again; I gasp great lungfuls of air.

"You've been asleep for two days longer than you should have been," the girl says with clear annoyance. I blink as she slowly comes into focus. Her platinum hair cascades down her shoulders and her eyes, like mine, are a bright forest green. I stare at her, confused; I was expecting a nurse, not another Lower Vil. Where am I? Where is my Master?

"I'm sorry, Miss," I say, feeling guilty for inconveniencing her despite the fact I have no control over being asleep.

"My name is Lucy," the girl says, straightening the white apron she is wearing over her purple sundress.

"I'm Rose," I reply, glad to be able to remember at least that much. "Where is my Master?" I ask, looking around the pale green room with a sense of ill-ease. Did I dream my wonderful owner? And Emily and everything else? Is that why I can't remember how I got here? But if I did dream them, then why am I not with Doctor Walker at the compound? What if that was a dream as well, what if my whole life was a dream and now I've woken up?

"My Master sent your Master away until you woke up," Lucy says simply, walking over and fluffing up the pillow, giving me an odd look. "How come your collar doesn't lock?" she asks, gesturing to the bedside table, where the black band of leather Master gave me glimmers in the sunlight.

My heart racing I reach for it, but stop abruptly as I notice a tube connected to a needle and taped into my hand. Tilting her head to one side Lucy picks up my collar handing it to me.

I take it, gratefully. "My Master says it's so I can take it off if I choose to." I reply, remembering that wonderful night and trying very hard to piece together what happened after.

"Why would you want to take your collar off?" she asks, reaching up to brush her fingertips across her own bare neck.

"I don't know," I admit, "I want to see my Master." I say again.

"I told you, he's not here," she answers in irritation. "Anyway, you belong to the Department of Inter-Species Relations now, not him."

The what? I shake my head, glaring at her. "No, I belong to my Master! And I want to see him!"

"It doesn't matter what you want," she sneers, "You are very disobedient."

"Master likes it when I'm disobedient!" I retort, almost sputtering with outrage. How can she accuse me of disobedience, she doesn't even know me!

"At least I have my collar," I say angrily, as I secure the black leather around my neck.

With a gasp Lucy takes a step back, covering her neck with her hands as if hiding her nudity. "Only because your owner is a bad Master!"

"No, your Master is a bad Master!" I shout, feeling the heat in my cheeks.

Lucy makes to answer back, but at that exact moment the door opens. We both look up as a suited man walks into the room, raising his eyebrows at us. With a yelp Lucy sinks to her knees, and I bow my head, recognising a Master when I see one.

"Lucy, that was not very polite," he scolds, as his slave trembles under his gaze.

"I'm sorry, Master," she says mournfully, "She said you were a bad Master, Master."

"So I heard," he says, gently helping her to her feet with a soft smile, an action that reminds me of my own Master and makes my heart ache. "I had hoped you two would be friends?"

Lucy nods, turning to me. "I'm sorry for being rude, Rose, please forgive me."

I glower at her, trying to work out if this is a real apology or one brought on to please her Master. In the end I nod, "I'm sorry, too," I say, before turning to the man. "I want to see my Master! What have you done to him?"

"Well, now," he looks a little taken aback. "Aren't you the outspoken little thing."

I feel my resolve crumbling, but with the reassuring weight of my collar around my neck I look up and directly into his eyes. "I want to see my Master," I say, my voice shaking a little.

"I gathered as much," he says, picking up a chair and carrying it over to my bedside. "I've made the call. Mr Fallow should be here in a few hours." He sits down and pulls a shamefaced Lucy onto his lap. She nuzzles his neck, causing me to look away, wishing I could do the same with my owner.

"Did you hurt my Master?" I ask, my fear of punishment overwhelmed by the fire burning brightly in my chest, the determination to see my owner again, to kiss him, to cuddle with him. Is this what all his training has done to me? Bound me to him so completely, so irreversibly, manipulating me without me realising, so that now I can't bear the thought of life without him? Or is this something I've done to myself? Is this what those girls in Master's movies experienced? Is this what love feels like?

"Not personally, no," the man says with a resigned tone. "But I was the one to order your arrests. Though harming him, or you, was never my intent."

"We went to a hotel," I say, as the slow stream of returning memories becomes a rushing torrent.

The man nods, "Yes, we didn't want to arrest you at your home; it would have drawn too much attention."

"My Master didn't do anything wrong," I say quickly, "He's kind and wonderful."

Lucy emerges from her Master's neck and stares at me, an odd frown on her face as her Master replies. "I'm sure he is, but had we not interfered, you would have become very sick."

"I don't feel sick," I say, determined to keep this rebellious inner fire lit as long as I can.

"Well, that rather points to our success in the matter doesn't it?" he says laughing softly, before his face turns serious. "There is however something we need to talk about. Tell me, did you see a doctor while you were at the compound...?"

— — —

Dan

I walk home from school under the gloomy cloud that has been my constant companion since losing Rose. It has been five days since I last saw her, five days since a bag was placed over my head and I was driven back to the motel parking lot to be reunited with my father's miraculously undamaged car.

Rose should have been awake days ago and I have no idea what this agonising delay means. Is she still sick? Is she dead? Is she alive and well, but Mr X has decided against me seeing her? Was anything he said even true? I haven't been able to find anything on the anti-aging work that Rose allegedly underwent, which doesn't mean nothing happened to my slave girl while she was at the compound. But it leaves me guessing, and becoming increasingly anxious that I may never see her again.

Add to this the fact that I have to lie to my friends, while speaking out of earshot of any technology with my parents, coupled with the fact that I'm either paranoid or I'm still being followed, and it's like my entire world has dissolved into some kind of horrific nightmare.

Hoisting my backpack higher onto my shoulder I spare a glance for the same small jewellery store where I bought Rose her collar. My promise to keep and care for her lasted less than twelve hours. Turning away sharply I take a shortcut through one of the numerous alleys that criss-cross the city.

Suddenly an anti-grav SUV appears at the end of the alley, the back door opens and before I have time to register what is happening, I am being yanked inside by a huge pair of hands. The door swings shut as the car speeds away. Throwing my weight against the door I pull at the handle with all my might, but it is firmly locked. With panic rising rapidly in my chest, I give up on the door and instead look up at a grimly familiar face.

"Evenin'," the man, who resembles a cross between a rhino and a small munitions factory, says from his seat beside me. The last time we saw each other he had just 'accidentally' dropped a box from his hover trolley, nearly crushing me. And then... memories of the event slowly filter back to me. And then he shook my right hand - of course - sneakily reading my ident chip.

The man in the front of the car contrasts the giant in the back completely, slim, short and bald, he reminds me of a lizard given human form. He looks over his shoulder giving me a gold-toothed grin.

Who are these people? Are they working with Mr X? No, he has the power of the enforcers behind him. Whoever this mismatched pair are, I doubt they work for any government agency. Great, just great.

"Can I help you?" I say, trying to sound conversational despite my growing panic.

"You hear that?" the man in the front snorts. "He wants to help."

The big man smirks, "Yeah lad, you can help." He reaches into his pocket, "We need some help finding some lost friends of ours. We figure you might know where they are." Taking a folded tablet from his pocket he swipes the screen, holding up the device for me to see. I was expecting to see a picture of Rose, but instead the man displayed on the screen is strangely familiar.

"Wait," I say, "That's Ernie, I can't remember his last name, but he's friends with my dad."

The two men share a look, before the big one looks at me, "So you know him well?"

"Not really, we've only met once, last Christmas," I lie smoothly, trying to think of a way out of this situation as we pull into more free-moving traffic.

"Last Christmas, huh?" the man in the front replies, "See, here's the thing. Before poor old Ernie went missing, he stole something from some associates of ours. Show him, Vin."

Vin flicks his large finger across the phone, bringing up an image of Rose, clearly taken before she was sold to my father. "You recognise her?" he asks with a grunt.

"Never seen her before in my life," I say, probably a little too quickly. "Who is she?"

"Don't play dumb with us," big Vin growls.

"Yeah, we know you know the girl," the diver pipes up, "Ernie, whose last name is Richardson by the way, stole her from our associates before selling her to your father. We want her back and we want to know where Ernie is hiding."

"Or what?" I say, "Even if I knew her, I wouldn't help thugs like you kidnap her. And good luck torturing me without setting off the medical alert in my ident chip. I have a shockingly low pain tolerance."

Both men burst out laughing, the driver laughs so hard the car almost strays into another lane and is only saved by the on-board computer, which thankfully is paying much more attention to the road than the lizard up front.

"Even with the chip there's still a response time boy, that's plenty of time for us," Vin says, cracking his oversized knuckles.

"Now-now Vin, no need for all that," the driver says, finally recovering from his laughing fit. "See the thing is, Mr Fallow, we know all kinds of things about you. We know about your little friends, Theodore, Jasper and sweet Claire, we know you all have presumptive places at that fancy university over in the Eastern Hub, we know who your dad works for, and your mum and your sister."

Vin is grinning now, like a shark that can smell blood.

"We know this stuff because our associate knows this stuff. It's a rosy little future you've got worked out, and our associate can take that away from you in a heartbeat. We can put your family out on the street, and your friends to boot. Hell, Vin here will help you move whatever you have left after our associate is done with you, to the sidewalk. So you see boy, we don't need to beat you, shit, we don't need to touch you." He grins at me in the rear view mirror, his gold tooth glinting. "And the best thing about what we can do to you is that it's not even a crime, at least, not one that you could ever prove."

"Fuck you," I reply, knowing he has me trapped. It isn't a secret that the corporations behind compounds are powerful, but could they really have the power to deny university places and get people fired? Or is the question less what they can do, and more what they would be willing to do? They are desperate to get Rose back under their control. The cost of a few crooked favours and perhaps a new wing at the university is nothing compared to what they would lose, should the truth of what Rose is ever comes out.

The grin disappears from Vin's ape like face and he looks to the front, as if asking permission to hit me.

Shaking his head the driver pulls over to the side of the road. "So, I take it you're not ready to tell us what we want to know boy?" he asks.

"I'm not telling you anything," I say defiantly.

"Well, then you better think long and hard about what that girl is worth to you and to your friends and family." He passes me a card much like the one Ernie gave me when he was trying to buy back Rose. "You have until the end of the week. Not having Ernie we can work with, but there are to be no negotiations concerning the girl, clear?"

"Perfectly," I say with barely suppressed rage, placing my hand on the door handle. With a wink at his partner the driver pushes a button on the dashboard and the door unlocks. I jump out of the car without looking back, hurrying quickly down the first alley I see, determined to lose my kidnappers before they can change their minds.

Dammit, this is bad. There's no guarantee that I'm ever going to see Rose again, but even if I do, if I don't hand her over to those two slime balls by the end of the week, then my life is going to explode like a nuclear bomb, and worse, I'm going to take down everyone close to me as well. On the other hand, Rose might decide to go on this suicidal mission back to the compound, which, if she fails, will leave me without her and holds no promise that those thugs or their associates won't ruin my life anyway, purely for the inconvenience I have caused them.

The only possible way of getting out of this with Rose is for her to go back to the compound, and somehow bring down a multi-billion credit organisation. A mighty tall order for someone who can barely dress herself.

I follow two more alleyways, not really knowing, nor caring, where I am. I can work out details like that when I'm safe. I emerge at last onto what counts in the hub for a quiet service road, spotlessly clean like the rest of the city; it must be used for dropping off goods to the back doors of the businesses on either side.

Resting my hands on my knees I catch my breath. Stars when did this become my life? The sound of low hum causes me to look up, as an anti-grav enforcement van glides down the street, coming to a neat stop in front of me. This can't be a coincidence. My heart starts to hammer in my chest. Am I finally going to see Rose?

The door of the van opens revealing two black-visored enforcers. I wonder if it would make these guys feel better if I told them I had an awful memory for faces. With the general dispassion I have come to expect from law enforcement, the men step out of the van.

"Good afternoon," I say, deciding to try politeness, not that that has worked for me in the past. "Have you com-," I feel a sharp prick in my neck, and manage to catch a glimpse of the enforcer who snuck up behind me before the world goes dark.

— — —

I wake up with a groan, feeling the entire world gently vibrating under me. Sitting up I experience an all too familiar feeling of distorted time as I find myself in an enclosed place, lit only with a single green light panel. Where the fuck am I? Bloody enforcers, well, at least they haven't cuffed me this time. Stretching out my legs I pull myself over to one of the cold metal walls. I must be inside the enforcement van; that at least would explain the vibrations.

It doesn't explain much else, though. Like, why the hell did they drug me, am I being taken to see Rose or to my execution. What if I'm not in a van at all, but on a ship currently hurtling through space? What if I'm being handed over to the Vil for my alleged crimes? Oh stars, no, any race that has vampire fangs and slave breeding joint ventures are unlikely to have any qualms about cruel and unusual punishments.

"You're awake."

The voice shakes me from my brewing panic attack as part of the wall phases, giving me a clear view into the rest of the enforcement van and mercifully a look out at the bright blue sky, twice tinted by the layers of glass. Thank the stars, we're still on Earth, or at least only a few feet above it.

"Did you really need to drug me?" I ask the black visor that appears outside the window. "I was hardly resisting."

"Standard procedure," the enforcer shrugs, "And anyway you've slept through most of the boring trip; you would think you would be grateful."

"Grateful?" I sputter, outraged.

"Just a thought. Anyway, we are fifteen minutes out; you should probably try and make yourself look presentable," he says with obvious amusement as his section of wall phases back and the ceiling above me becomes perfectly transparent, showing a sky tinged with reds and oranges, the beginning of sunset.

Rubbing my eyes with my hands I try to work out how many hours I have been out, but my head is too rattled. With a resigned sigh I lean back against the wall, wondering what the hell happens next.

— — —

The sky is replaced by pale concrete as we pull into what must be an underground loading bay. I sit up as the van comes to a halt, rocking from side to side as the other passengers disembark.

The back door opens, and I am greeted by two assault rifles pointed directly at my face. Stars know what these people do when they encounter an actual criminal.

"Out," one of the men demands, gesturing with his gun as if I needed help with the finer details of his request.

Not needing to be told twice, I clamber out of the back of the van. I manage to register briefly the size of the underground parking area, before my two armed guards are herding me around the van, where yet another armed guard is standing next to a familiar girl.

She inclines her head. "Hello, Sir, I'm Lucy, we met the last time you were here," she says politely.

"I remember," I reply, eyeing the spotted markings under her ears, "I want to see Rose," I tell her, taking a step forward.

"Yes, Sir," she nods, "Please, follow me."

Shocked by how readily my request was accepted and suspecting a trap, I nervously approach her. Lucy gives me an odd look, before turning on her heel and presenting her palm to a panel beside a set of solid blast doors built into the concrete; they swing open with a hiss.

Falling into step beside her, I don't miss the fact that the three guards are following us, but everyone seems more relaxed than the last time I was here. I allow myself a moment of silent hope that things might actually turn out okay for once.

No one speaks as we stroll down the white corridor, nevertheless I notice Lucy continuously looking over at me, before averting her gaze quickly, playing with the hem of her pale violet summer dress.



"Are you okay?" I ask softly.

She jumps and nods quickly. "Yes, Sir, It's just..."

"Just what?" I say, raising an eyebrow, my curiosity getting the better of me. Most Lower Vil are obedient to the point of being robotic. But this girl - I feel a shiver run up my spine - this girl acts almost like Rose.

"Rose says you like it when she's disobedient," she blurts, looking at me with big green eyes. I look over my shoulder, wondering what the guards make of their boss's slave's sudden forthrightness.

"Well," I say, a little lost for words. "I mean, I think I and Rose have different opinions on what constitutes disobedience, but no, I don't mind when she expresses herself or behaves as an individual."

She nods, "My Master, he doesn't think those things are disobedient either."

"Well, I suppose he had to have some redeeming qualities," I allow.

"Master has lots of redeeming qualities!" she snaps, before throwing her hands over her mouth and shaking her head.

I laugh softly, "I hope Rose is as complimentary about me."

"She is, Sir," Lucy replies, "She says you are kind and wonderful."

I laugh again, watching as Mr X's slave places her hand on a panel beside a pair of lift doors, which slide open with a swish of compressed air.

"What did Rose do to earn her collar?" Lucy asks quietly, as the five of us pile into the lift.

"Hmm," I say, eyeing her bare neck. "Well, nothing really. It was more a case that I wanted her to know she was wanted," I say, "I didn't want her thinking I didn't care about her, and, well, a collar seemed the best way to show her I do."

Lucy nods, running her fingertips over her bare neck.

I shake my head, watching her as the lift rises. It's gut-wrenching to see a symbol of slavery treated with such reverence, even amongst slaves like Rose and Lucy who are far closer to, but still far away from liberation.

The lift stops and the doors open with another hiss. I am surprised, yet happy to see the sun drenched corridor in front of us. It reminds me much more of a hospital than a prison.

"Rose will be very pleased to see you, Sir." Lucy says, once again leading the way.

"Not half as pleased as I will be to see her," I reply, nodding at the white suited medical staff who stop and stare open mouthed at us as we pass. "I take it the patients here don't normally have visitors?"

Lucy shakes her head. "This is where Lower Vil come when they have been abused by their Masters or Mistresses." She frowns slightly, "Some humans are very cruel, Sir."

I stare at her, startled. The level of abuse that is perfectly acceptable to put a Lower Vil through paints a soul-destroying picture of just how horrific the torture must be to be deemed Illegal. Stories about crimes against slaves are rare, but when they are reported, the focus is nearly always on the perpetrator.

"What happens to the Lower Vil after they come here?" I ask softly, looking at the rows of doors and trying to work out just how many patients there must be.

"The department helps them find new owners; kind ones," Lucy replies, fidgeting with her dress again. "Sometimes, when they come here they are too afraid of humans to go back," she pauses, "so they go and live with the Vil."

The implications of what was just said are obliterated as we reach an open door, and laying on the hospital bed, a drip trailing into her arm is...

"Rose!" I shout, feeling something burst in my chest as I see her alive and well, as perfect as the day I met her.

"Master!" she makes to get out of bed, her eyes wide with obvious delight.

Lucy pushes past me, snapping at Rose to stay in bed.

Scolding myself for not stopping her first, I hurry over and sit on the edge of the bed pulling Rose into my arms. She trembles, laying kiss upon kiss on my cheek and neck.

"Hey there, beautiful," I whisper to her, between kisses, "I missed you."

"I missed you too, Master," she says softly, her voice shaking. "Did the enforcers hurt you, Master?"

I shake my head, "No, sweetie, they just don't have the best manners in the universe."

"I need to go and fetch my Master," Lucy says, watching us with what is undoubtedly jealously. "Please excuse me, Sir, Rose," I spare her a wave as she leaves the room, Rose taking up the entirety of my focus.

"Are you okay?" I ask, holding my slave girl at arm's length and looking her over; she has been dressed in a simple hospital gown, yet she looks healthy, at least physically. "Have they been treating you well?"

She nods slowly, "Yes, Master." She bites her lips. "Master, do you like how I look?"

"Of course I do, sweetie," I say, raising an eyebrow.

"So, you would be happy if..." she pauses, "if I stayed looking like this forever?"

"Ah," I say, realization hitting me. "Mr X told you about, well, everything?"

"Yes, Master," she nods, watching me closely, presumably for a sign of disappointment.

"How do you feel about it?" I ask, for a human finding out that you are essentially a guinea pig for a type of genetic manipulation with the sole purpose of making more valuable slaves of your people would stir up feelings of betrayal, confusion, anger. But Rose isn't human.

"Lucy's Master says I will need to take a pill every day or I will become sick again, but as long as I do that, I will be able to perform my duties without a problem, Master."

I sigh and kicking off my shoes climb into the bed, my back against the headboard, opening my arms to Rose who happily snuggles up against me. "No, sweetie," I say softly, pulling the covers over her legs and making sure her drip doesn't get tangled. "How do you feel about this?"

"I don't know, Master," she whispers, looking away. "I just want to go home with you. I want things to go back to normal, Master."

"I know, sweetie," I say, frowning. Clearly Mr X hasn't told her the real purpose for her being here. Was he waiting for me to arrive before telling her? Why? So he could claim the idea was mine? Or because he thinks she might be more receptive now that I'm present?

We fall into a comfortable silence, broken only by Rose's gentle purring as I stroke her hair. Unfortunately, our quiet moment of reunion is only temporary, interrupted by Mr X walking into the room.

"Ah, Mr Fallow, I see you've made yourself at home," he says, straightening his pinstriped suit.

Lucy follows close behind her Master with a silver tray laden with drinks, which she places on the bedside table before moving obediently to her Master's side.

"You've told Rose about what's been done to her?" I ask, watching him cross the room and grab a chair.

"She knows some of it, but not everything," Mr X says, taking a seat beside the bed, "Would you like a drink, Mr Fallow? We have much to discuss."

I request drinks for me and Rose, watching with interest the skill and dexterity Lucy puts into preparing our beverages. My admiration of her skills is brought to a sudden disturbing halt as I notice a crosshatch of pale scars on her hands whenever she grips something. Letting my eyes wander, I spot more faded wounds on her arms. What the hell happened to her? For all his faults, I don't think Mr X would hurt his slave. Part of what she was saying earlier hits me; this is where Lower Vil come when they have been abused. Was she a patient here?

"I hear you made some new friends this morning, Mr Fallow," Mr X says, taking his drink from Lucy before allowing her space to sit on his lap and snuggle against his chest.

"I didn't tell them anything," I say quickly, feeling the need to hold Rose a little tighter, as if she might be snatched away at any moment.

"Ah Mr Fallow, do you truly believe you would be here, had you divulged anything?" he chuckles, shaking his head. "Although we do believe their threats are quite credible."

"How do you know about their threats?" I ask, raising any eyebrow.

"We installed a subdermal microphone just under your right ear on your last visit."

"The hell?" I say, feeling my right ear, where I can feel a tiny bump under the skin, smaller than a pimple. "You motherfucker," I snarl, glaring at him.

Rose looks up at me with a confused frown, before looking over at Mr X with what is unmistakably a glower. I smile at her approvingly. "See, even Rose thinks it was a dick move."

"A necessary evil," Mr X shrugs, "Regardless, these threats have accelerated our plans."

"Right. Well, I said I would let Rose make her own choice and I will," I say, stroking my slave girl's hair. "But if she says no, we leave, tonight and damn the consequences."

"Master?" Rose says, looking between me and Mr X.

"Always so dramatic, Mr Fallow, but very well," Mr X says, before I can speak. "Rose, do you know what the term genetic means?"

Rose turns her attention from me to our former kidnapper, frowning as she considers the question. I stroke her back in what I hope is a reassuring way while she shakes her head. "No, Sir."

"Well, in layman's terms it means a trait, or series of traits that have been passed down to you from your parents," he pauses to take a sip of tea, before continuing. "There are some exceptions to this, but for now the important part for you to understand is that the anti-aging modifications that have been made to you, also affect your sisters."

Rose nods slowly, apparently having worked that out for herself. She sits up straight, pulling her knees to her chest. "Are you going to arrest my sisters' Masters?" she asks, "Will I be able to see my Sisters again?" She's using what I have come to consider her polite slave voice, but there is no mistaking the undercurrent of excitement there.

"Rose, your sisters never left the compound," Mr X says calmly, "If you hadn't we wouldn't even know any of you existed."

"But my sisters are good girls," Rose protests, "Why haven't they been sold?"

It's not a bad question, surely the point of making someone like Rose is to sell her, the girls are hardly making a profit locked away underground.

"I have no doubt of their obedience," Mr X says, "But the compound has found what they believe to be a legal loophole around the genetic engineering laws regarding the Lower Vil. They want, obviously, for this loophole to stay open, and the only way they can do that is to prove that their method of giving a human gene mods and having him breed with a Lower Vil is safe," he gestures to the drip, "and no one, Vil or human is going to believe that, when the slave needs to be constantly medicated."

"If that's the case, why are the girls still alive?" I ask, moving to sit cross-legged beside Rose, who leans against me.

"Breeding," Mr X replies darkly, "I doubt they were expecting to wait this long, but as soon as the girls' reproductive organs catch up with their bodies, they will be impregnated with more gene-modified human sperm." He shakes his head. "This will presumably continue, every seven months, until either they have the perfect product or the girls are dead."

"And there's really nothing this stupid department can do?" I snap back angrily, feeling Rose hide her face against my arm. "I mean, it's not like you don't have enough enforcers at your disposal," I gesture to the three armed guards standing around the door.

"I told you already," Mr X replies, just as angrily. "Our interference could escalate into war. You are asking me to put the lives of three lower Vil before every human on this planet. This is your problem, Mr Fallow; you're an idealist, and in this universe that's a death warrant."

"Master," Rose whispers as Mr X finishes his tirade. I look down at her, and am surprised to see her crying. "I don't want that to happen to my sisters. Can't we buy them? I could get a job, like Zack and..." she trails off looking hopeless.

"I know, sweetie," I say softly, wiping away her tears. Something has happened to Rose since she came here; a kind of determination that I always suspected she had bottle up inside her, but now, somehow, has been uncorked.

"There is one way," Mr X says, and I tense, knowing what he is about to say. "We want you to go back to the compound, Rose. We want you to alert the inspection team that will be arriving in," he looks at his watch, "seven days."

--- --- ---

Rose

I look up at my Master, hoping what Lucy's owner said was a joke. Humans like to make jokes, and I don't always understand them; that must be what's happening here. It has to be.

But Master isn't laughing, he's not even smiling. Panic grips my chest; I can't be going back there! I have my collar and my wonderful Master. He won't let me be sent back to the sunless cell, so far away from the world that even time doesn't exist. Would he?

This is too much, much too much. I shake my head. "Go back to the compound, Master?" I ask, my voice shaking, still desperately holding out for his infectious laughter.

He nods forlornly, "I don't like it either, but, it might be the only way to help your sisters."

My sisters! I had hoped that they had found kind Masters like mine; it never occurred to me that they were still at the compound, still locked underground. But how can I help them? Even when I lived with them I was never the one to help the other girls, that was always Leilani's role. She's the strong one, the brave one, I'm just... Rose; I can't even claim to be a good girl, not any more.

I don't know what I am. I'm not who I was, but I'm not who Master wants me to be either. I know for sure I'm not a hero like in my owner's movies.

Seeming to sense the turmoil bouncing around inside my head, Master places a hand on my arm, before turning to Lucy and her Master. "Could we get some privacy while Rose decides?"

Lucy's owner nods, and she climbs out of his lap, giving me a sympathetic nod. Despite the fact we started off by having an argument, something that's never happened with any other Lower Vil I've met, we have a lot in common. I watch her and her Master leave before falling against my owner's chest, just wanting him to take control, to tell me what to do.

"I can't even begin to understand how hard this must be for you," Master says gently, stroking my hair.

"I'll do as my Master decides," I say, keeping my eyes down, telling myself to be a good girl, nothing bad can happen to me if I'm a good girl.

How can he expect me to make a choice like this? To choose between my Master and my sisters; how will I ever be able to live with myself if I make the wrong choice?

"I can't make this choice for you, Rose." Master says, cupping my cheek, "All I can do is help you decide for yourself."

"What if this choice is too big?" I whisper, pausing before continuing with a lump in my throat. "Lower Vil can't be free to choose for ourselves, we lose our minds."

Since the day Master introduced me to the idea of freedom, I've been subconsciously preparing myself for my mind to shatter, to crumble into a million pieces leaving me an empty shell. Back when I and my sisters lived with the other Lower Vil, the wardens showed us a video of a girl who, according to them, had tried to live independently of an owner. I remember being shocked at the disturbing images of her, naked, sat with her knees against her chest in the shadows of a cell, rocking back and forth, her eyes wide yet unseeing.

I've made each decision, no matter how seemingly minor a choice it was to my Master, knowing that I was slowly crawling my way towards a dark cell and lifeless eyes. Yet even so, so far the choices I've made have had no real consequences, not really, not like this. If I decide to return to my wonderful life with my Master and my friends, I will be forever haunted by the fact that I had a chance to save my sisters, but didn't.

I still remember the strange alien feelings I felt when I thought I was pregnant, the overpowering compulsion to protect the burgeoning life inside me. How would that affect someone like Leilani, a natural caregiver, forced to hand over her children. We are bred and trained to obey, without question, yet Master is right, if nothing else, this should be our choice. Shocked that a thought like that could even occur to me I miss what Master is saying.

"Huh?" I say dazedly, blinking up at him.

"I said, who told you that Lower Vil go insane if they have to make their own choices," he asks, gently pushing me away and taking my hand so we end up sitting cross-legged, facing each other.

"The wardens, Master," I reply, "and Doctor Walker."

"I don't think that's true," my owner says, watching me intently, "they lied to you Rose."

"Why would they lie?" I ask, trying to realign my mental image of the wardens to match with Master's accusations. For my entire life I've thought of the wardens as guardians, readying us for the wonderful moment we would be sold to owners, who would then assume their strict care.

"To control you, so that you would be too afraid to act as anything other than a slave," he smiles softly. "But look how far you've come in only a few weeks, you're not losing your mind, Rose; you're growing into a strong, beautiful, independent person."

I shake my head, "Being who you want me to be is so hard, Master." I admit, not wanting to believe his words.

"Life is hard, sweetie, to live is to struggle," he cups my cheek, "But you keep fighting, and I'm so proud of you."

I feel wetness on my cheeks as I shift forward, kissing his lips.

He brushes my hair behind my ear as he returns the kiss with slow sensual care, seeming to want to stretch out this moment forever. I don't blame him. At last he breaks the kiss, resting his forehead against mine.

"I love you Rose," he whispers.

I nod rubbing my wet cheek against his, knowing I should reply, knowing I should tell him I love him too. But I just can't make my voice work. Is this what it feels like to lose your mind? It's wonderful, like floating on warm fragrant air, knowing there is a soft safety net beneath you, ready to catch you and keep you safe if you should fall.

We sit together in silence for a long time, before the door opens and Lucy's Master walks back into the room, his face set.

"We need a decision," he says with finality. His whole persona feels colder and harsher without Lucy around. I don't think I would have spoken to this man the way I did when his slave was present.

"For stars' sake!" Master snaps, "She needs more time."

"We don't have more time, Mr Fallow; things have to be se-"

"Yes," I say, interrupting him.

"Pardon me?" Mr X says, looking at me with a confused frown.

"Rose?" Master says, looking down at me.

"I want to help my sisters," I say, looking into my owners blue eyes and hoping he understands why I have to do this, especially when I'm not sure I fully understand myself. I just know it's the right choice.

"I will go back to the compound," I whisper.

Master nods, smiling sadly. "You're going to save your sisters," he says, "Then you're going to come straight back to me, okay?"

I nod quickly, "Yes Master!" I say, his confidence in me banishing some of my doubts, before continuing softly. "I love you too, Master."

He smiles, his face a complex web of emotions.

"This is excellent," Lucy's master says from the door, "You begin training in the morning."

Training? What kind of training?

"Until then, Rose, the doctors want you to spend another night here. Your owner is more than welcome to stay. We have provided a suitable excuse for his absence."

"If there is nothing further?" he says, backing out of the room.

"There is something," Master says with a glower, "Who do I see about getting this fucking microphone out of my neck?"
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Dan

"Keep your back straight!" Rose's instructor shouts, causing me to wince and my slave to flinch, before she adopts an even more uncomfortable-looking kneeling position.

Feeling helpless, I reign in my protests. The last time I said something, alI I did was distract Rose and earn her an earful from the overbearing instructor. Stars, I can only imagine the reaction you would get if you tried to teach humans in the same way Lower Vil are educated—a lawsuit more than likely.

Given my status as disturbance-in-chief, I've been relegated to the back of the room to watch Rose's training. It's hard seeing her treated this way, but Mr. X is right: her best chance at success will rely on her staying off of the warden's radar.

"Head down! Present!" He shouts, and at once Rose falls forward, placing her head against the ground and arching her back so that, were she not wearing sweatpants, her privates would be completely exposed. I can see why they call it present.

I look away, though I doubt she would be embarrassed. At least now that she has her new lungs and she's taking the pill the doctors here whipped up, all her medical problems seem to have abated. Which is just as well, because where Rose is heading she's going to have to keep her wits about her.

"No! No! No!" The instructor yells, "This isn't working!" He looks over at me. "She needs to be punished."

"No," I say at once, which unfortunately draws Rose's attention.

"Keep your eyes on the floor, girl!"

"I'm sorry sir," Rose whispers as I stand up.

In truth, being moral support is only half the reason I'm here. The use of physical punishment has been a sticking point between me and Rose's ex-warden instructor for the last day and half. He believes it necessary; I believe he just wants an excuse to touch Rose's arse.

"What will spanking her achieve exactly?" I ask. "She's doing fine."

"She's doing fine for a toddler with attention deficit disorder," he replies, looking down at his pupil with something close to despair.

"I think he's right, Master," Rose says softly from the floor.

"You see!" The instructor yells, going red in the face.

"Shh Rose," I say quickly. The problem is that I do see his point. Stars' sake, I've spent the last month teaching Rose to think for herself and not to be afraid to speak her mind. Now she's expected to unlearn all of that in a matter of days.

But I'm not about to let this asshole hurt Rose. I look down at my slave with a frown. I wish I could call her my girlfriend, but trying to explain the idea of an equal relationship would not go well, and I'm not willing to push the issue as she's under quite enough stress and worry as it is.

"Look," the instructor says in exasperation, "I know you're all new-age and shit, but the compounds aren't. I've trained hundreds of Lower Vil over the years and I can tell you I am being ten times more lenient on her than any other warden would."

I meet his gaze with an effort. I don't know where Mr. X found this guy but he's an intimidating figure and I have no doubt that he wouldn't just hurt Rose, he would enjoy it. I need go get her out of here.

"Fine," I say, mustering as much confidence as I can. "I'll do it."

"You can't!" The instructor protests. "You don't know what you're doing."

"Apply hand to arse, repeat 'til red," I reply dryly. "It can't be that complicated."

With Rose still posed like something out of a cheap porno the instructor grabs my arm, pulling me close to his red face. "You're too close to her, and you're too much of a pussy to teach her what she needs to be taught."

"Mark my words boy, she will be slaughtered at any half decent compound," he growls, before pushing me roughly away. "But what do I care, she's your cunt not mine. I'm going to lunch." And with that he turns on his heel and leaves the room.

I watch him leave with a guilty feeling in my stomach, what if he's right? Shaking my head I look down at Rose, who is keeping her eyes dutifully fixed to the floor. Maybe I could try talking to her again? Make her understand how important faking obedience is to her mission.

"Stand up Rose," I say. Forcing myself not to help her as she jumps quickly to her feet.

"I'm sorry Master," she says softly, keeping her eyes on the floor. I want to lift her chin and bring her beautiful green eyes to mine, but I fight the temptation.

Rose isn't ready for this. I doubt even if we had a year of training she would be; subterfuge just isn't in her nature.

"Come on," I say. "We'll go back to our room."

Rose nods and follows three steps behind me as I walk out of the gym. The department of inter-species relations is vast, with a prison, hospital, offices, and even its own landing port for freight ships. Rose and I have been given a room in the enforcer training facility—though I'm yet to actually see any recruits—so we have an entire floor to ourselves.

I place my right hand on the door handle of our room; it turns a bright green as my ident chip is read. I hold the door open for Rose every instinct I have telling me to comfort her. Yet I force myself to take a deep breath, following her into the room with my face set. I don't doubt i'm being monitored while i'm here. I just have to hope the surveillance does not extend to our room.

"Kneel by the bed sweetie," I say, making sure the door is locked. Though, given what I've seen of Mr. X's department so far a locked door isn't much of an impedance.

Rose kneels keeping her back perfectly straight, which has the effect of pushing out her modest breasts. I shake my head, forcing myself to focus as I sit down on the bed.

"Rose," I say, before pausing as I try and think what to say. "That dickhead back there, he's right. You need to do better, you need to be perfect."

She nods, her eyes fixed on the ground. "I'm sorry Master," she whispers, regret seeping into her shaking voice.

I fight back the sudden feeling of guilt as my slave girl whimpers before me. Making her uncomfortable is better than physically punishing her, and it's for her own good. At least, that's what I tell myself.

"I need you to do this," I halt again as my voice catches. "I need you to do this because I'm scared, Rose," I say, resting my hand on her arm. "Unless you can behave as they expect you to behave at the compound, they will hurt you. You'll give them a reason to watch you and that's going to make alerting the inspection team so much harder."

"Yes, Master," she replies softly, nuzzling my hand. "I'm scared too, Master."

I shake my head. Why in stars' name am I letting her do this? I pat the bed beside me. "I know sweetie. I would be worried if you were not afraid."

She quickly jumps up and settles down beside me, her hands folded in her lap. "Are you going to punish me now Master?" she asks, her green eyes flickering up to mine.

"What?" I stare at her. "No, sweetie. I told you, I'm not going to hurt you."

"But—" she catches herself. "Yes, Master."

"But Rose?" I ask, unable to keep the smile from my face. Despite all that's happening, it's still a thrill to see how far my slave girl has come since she was a trembling bag of skin and bones sat in front of my father's desk.

"You told the instructor you were going to punish me Master?" Rose says, biting her bottom lip.

"Yes, I lied."

"You lied to a warden?" she replies, her eyes growing wide, before she regains her normal placid composure.

"He's not really a warden," I shrug. "But yeah, I wasn't about to let him hurt you and I knew he wouldn't drop it unless I offered to."

I laugh at the amazed look on my slave's face, as I reach out to tuck a few strands of errant red hair back behind her ear.

"You know you're going to have to lie to the wardens as well right?" I ask, watching her closely.

Her face pales. "What?"

I frown. "What did you expect Rose? If you tell the wardens at the compound why you're really there they will... well, I don't know what they will do, but it won't be good."

"But I can't Master!" she replies, her voice shrill.

"Rose," I say, pulling her against my chest. "You can do anything you set your mind to. I've known you too long not to be sure of that."

I can feel her trembling in my arms, but soon enough she takes a deep breath and I feel her relax. "Yes, Master," she says softly, rubbing her cheek against my shirt.

We sit quietly while I let the reality of Rose's situation dawn on her. I don't know if it's a kindness, frankly in her place I think I would like to be told I was going to the compound about five minutes before I arrived, so I didn't have time to worry.

"Master?" Rose says quietly, looking up at me.

"Yes?" I answer with a smile, bending down to kiss the tip of her nose.

"I wouldn't mind if..." She blushes. "I wouldn't mind if you punished me Master."

I feel an uncomfortable stirring in my jeans before my mind has quite registered what she just said. Clearly my cock is quicker on the uptake than I am.

"You want to be punished?" I ask, pulling away from the hug to look at her. For as long as I've known her, I've known she's expected me to spank her, but this is the first time she's mentioned wanting it.

She seems to consider for a moment, before shaking her head. "No Master, I want you to punish me."

"There's a difference?" I ask.

She nods. "Yes, Master, it means you care about me, and afterwards, no matter what I've done, I will be a good girl again."

I frown. It's an interesting way of looking at things. Well, interesting in a suitably slave-like way, almost like the washing away of sins in an ancient religion. Still, it doesn't sit well with me. We should not be cleansed of our mistakes. We should learn from them, and move on.

"You are a good girl," I say. Trying very hard not to think about how uncomfortably tight my jeans have become, as some rebellious part of my mind imagines Rose across my lap with her panties around her ankles.

She shakes her head. "Please Master, you did say if I wanted something I should ask for it?" She suddenly seems to realise the boldness of her words and cowers away from me.

I'm glad it's a lesson that's finally hitting home with her. But it seems downright unfair that she's using what I've taught her against me. This is what it must feel like for a parent the first time they lose an argument to their child.

"Fine," I say, trying to hide the sudden swell of excitement that bubbles up in my chest. "But I expect perfection in training this afternoon."

"Yes, Master!" Rose says, jumping to her feet, not bothering to hide her obvious excitement.

"So, errm," I say, my throat suddenly dry, "how is this normally done?"

"It depends on the warden, Master," my slave replies. "I think it's whatever position is most comfortable for you."

"Over my lap then," I say, patting my legs. Returning Rose's tiny smile as she lowers herself over my knees with a well-practiced motion.

Trying to think pure thoughts, I tuck my fingers into the waistband of her trousers and pull them down, revealing a pair of delicate purple lace panties, so sheen they are nearly transparent. Oh stars, I bite my lip not quite able to take my eyes off the perfect shape of her heart shaped bottom.

Focus, just focus, I tell myself, as I gently rub my hand over the fabric of her panties. "Are you ready?" I ask.

"Yes, master," Rose replies, shivering slightly.

In one quick motion I stop my rhythmic stroking and spank her right bum cheek, surprised at the slight sting in my own hand as the sound of flesh striking flesh reverberates around the room. Rose makes a sound like a startled cat, but otherwise seems unaffected.

Relieved she's not screaming in pain and intrigued by the rosy colour of her pale bum, I spank her again. As before Rose makes a small sound of surprise, but seems otherwise fine.

I pause and start to gently rub her arse again, trying to ignore the tightness in my jeans. Stars, Claire would kill me if she knew that I was doing this. In an effort to take my mind off things, I start to rhythmically spank my slave girl again. I count to ten smacks in my head, before stopping to inspect Rose's now bright pink bottom.

"You okay sweetie?" I ask, instinctively starting to rub her pert bum again.

She nods. "Yes, Master." There's a pause. "I think I'm ready for more, Master," she says quietly.

"More?" I ask. She hardly seems in floods of tears, but at the same time there's no denying the heat radiating from her rosy cheeks.

"Yes please, Master," she whimpers softly, wiggling her bottom.

I bite my lip, sweet stars. Hooking my fingers into the waistband of her panties I tug them down, leaving them dangling around her knees. I make an active effort not to peek at the tiny slice of her pussy visible between her legs.

"Six more okay?" I say, trying to sound stern. I mean she's over my lap, I should be in control, right?

"Yes, Master," she replies softly.

I spank her slightly harder this time focusing on the areas previously protected by her panties. She yelps with each blow, but I can't tell if they are sounds of pleasure, or pain.

With the sixth spank I stop, staring at my bright red handiwork. I run my fingertips over her flesh, surprised by the intensity of the heat. Almost without thinking about it I dip my fingers between her legs and jump as they come away wet.

Rose whimpers as I nudge her legs apart and probe her hot wetness. "Stars Rose," I say in awe. "You're soaked."

"I'm sorry Master," she gasps, as I gently trace the edges of her sex with my finger.

"I can see why you wanted to be spanked now," I say in amazement, wiping my wet fingers on her arse, before running my hand over her punished flesh.

She whimpers softly, though I can't really tell if it's because she's in pain or because she's horny.

"Do you react like this every time someone punishes you, Rose?" I ask, dreading her answer. I push my fingers inside her slick entrance to demonstrate what I'm talking about. When I first met her she seemed terrified of punishment, but what if that was all an act, and this is some kind of kink for her?

"No Master, only you," she replies gently. "I can feel you poking me Master," she says, turning around to look at me with sparkling green eyes.

I feel my cheeks warm, and I give her a lopsided grin. "Sorry," I say, with the strange feeling of being caught with my hand in the cookie jar. "I'm afraid you have that effect on me."

Rose nods slowly. "I'm happy that I do, Master," she replies, returning her face to the bed, and pushing her swollen sex against my fingers.

"Oi," I chuckle, "you're supposed to be learning to behave."

She whimpers softly, "Sorry Master."

I smile. "Just promise me you will do your best okay?"

"Yes, Master!" she replies quickly, before her tone softens. "I don't want a warden at the compound to spank me." I feel her shudder.

"Me neither, sweetie," I say softly, as I gently stroke the back of her thigh. Glancing up at the clock, I see that we have plenty of time before Rose will be expected back in the training room. "Let's go over what we've learned shall we?" I say, trying to sound authoritative, but not quite able to keep the grin off my face.

"Yes, Master!" she chirps, climbing off my lap and stepping out of her panties as they fall around her ankles.

I smirk, standing up and adjusting my jeans, which does nothing to alleviate how tight they feel. "Kneel," I say, pointing to the bed.

With a grace that causes my breath to catch Rose steps up onto the bed. Twirling and falling onto her knees in one fluid motion. I watch her closely as her eyes fall down onto the floor in front of her. Her back perfectly straight, and her hands clasped neatly behind her.

"Good girl," I whisper, kissing her cheek. She shivers slightly, but otherwise remains motionless. I just have to hope none of the wardens try and kiss her. The thought causes bile to rise in my throat, and I dismiss it as I gently pull at the hem of Rose's shirt.

She raises her hands above her head as I help her undress, revealing her glistening pussy, puffy from excitement, before giving way to the soft, flat, flesh of her stomach. The perfect maze-like markings that decorate her back wrap around her hips like the handprints of a lover.

"Take off your bra," I tell her, as I toss her shirt aside. Not able to keep myself from ogling the lacy purple fabric covering her chest.

Without taking her eyes from the floor she quickly reaches behind her and unhooks her bra, shrugging it off, before returning to her kneeling position.

"Back straight sweetie," I say, placing my hand on the small of her back. Her eyes flicker to mine guiltily, as she adjusts her posture. "Such a good girl," I tell her, enjoying the visceral effect my words have.

"See how long you can stay still, okay?" I whisper, kissing her cheek.

"Yes, Master," she breathes, tensing.

I shake my head. Taking a step back, I run my eyes over her beautiful body, before slowly brushing my palm over her hard nipple. She gasps, but to her credit, remains perfectly still.

"Good," I whisper. "If you're struggling later, just remember this," I say, gently cupping her breast. Relishing the weight of a perfect handful of perky flesh as I rub my thumb across her nipple.

"I'm not sure that will help, Master," Rose stutters, learning forward against my hand.

"Mmm," I mumble, "well then, you will just have to remember I love you."

"I love you too, Master," she says with a gasp, as I lift her chin with my free hand and crush my lips hungrily against hers. Our lovemaking before now has been rushed and intense. Brief moments chanced between the sheets, like two teenagers fearful of being caught. But this is different, this I want to enjoy, and so does Rose judging by the way she returns my kiss.

I run my fingers down her back pushing her hands apart with a gentle nudge. Taking the hint, she wraps her arms around me, her fingers digging into the fabric of my shirt as I gently grab her arse, still warm from the spanking.

To my surprise Rose starts to tug at my shirt. I take a step back to allow her to pull the fabric over my head, amused at the tiny giggle that escapes her as she runs her fingers over my chest. I've never really given much attention to my appearance, always thinking of myself as average at best. But Rose makes me feel like a hunk.

"So," I say, tucking a strand of red hair behind her ear, "what would you like to do now?"

"Whatever you wish Master!" she beams excitedly, bouncing from knee to knee as her fingertips explore my torso.

"Well, we could take a quick nap before your next lesson," I smirk. Gently stroking my fingers over her sex.

She gasps, biting her bottom lip, as she looks up at me with the cutest frown I've ever seen. "Yes, Master..." She says obediently, but her voice lacks any enthusiasm.

I laugh, kissing her neck as I run my hand down her stomach stopping with my fingertips inches from her core. "If you want something, sweetie, ask for it."

She whimpers. "I want to cum Master." Her cheeks glow as red as her bottom as she answers.



"Good girl," I say. Reaching down to undo my jeans before my cock rips through the fabric.

"Present," I command, in what I hope is an authoritative voice.

With a swish of fabric Rose turns on her knees so that her back is towards me, before she falls forward. Pushing the side of her face into the bedsheets, and arching her spine giving me an image of perfection. I find myself taking a step back, nearly tripping as my jeans bunch around my ankles.

"Sweet stars," I mutter, kicking off my trousers and kneeling down to bring my face close to her glistening pussy. Rose tenses as she feels my breath. I wait until she is a jittery bundle of excitement, before I run my tongue across her exposed clit, probing her entrance with my fingers.

She lets out a low mewling moan of pleasure. I love eating her out, the taste, the smell, and the intimacy combining with the clear effect I have on my slave is addictive. I've never done it from this angle before though, with her punished bottom in the air above me.

"Master..." Rose moans as I start to flick her clit with my tongue. Her voice stifled by the pillow.

"Yeah?" I reply, reaching out to play with her gently swaying breasts.

"I want to please you Master," Rose says, her voice shaking as she pushes herself against my tongue.

"You are," I reply, my voice muffled by her pussy.

"N... No!" she gasps. "Like you're pleasing me. Please Master!"

"Okay, okay," I laugh, savouring a last taste of her before moving to sit on the bed beside her. I run my hand down the curve of her spine producing a rumbling purr from my slave girl.

Laying back so we are face to face, I kiss her forehead. She blinks at me shyly, and It seems to take her a moment to build up the courage, but eventually she jumps to her knees, and turning, bends over my crouch. I let out a low hiss as she grips me through my boxers, before she pulls them down and frees my swollen member.

She looks at me for permission, before taking me into her hot mouth.

Reaching up I grab a pillow. Squeezing it as she finds a rhythm that suits her. Stars aligned, the difference between Rose and my ex is insurmountable and I find myself having to focus on not cuming to early. Rose might not say anything, but I have my male pride to consider.

In an effort to distract myself, I gently tug on Roses thigh, causing her to shift onto all fours. Slowly I pull her bottom half towards me, until I can reach her opening with my tongue.

I groan into her pussy as her own squeals of delight are transferred into my dick. Along with an accompanying trembling purr that runs through her whole body. I'm met with a sudden ridiculous conflict between wanting her to continue using her mouth, while at the same time, desperate to be inside her. Without sparing a thought for how lucky I am to be in my current position, I push my tongue between her wet folds. Wondering what it will feel like when she climaxs with my cock in her mouth.

I feel her start to cum almost at once, her body shaking, and hasten my oral assault on her clit, pushing her over the edge. Because of Rose's barbaric 'training' she keeps most of what she's feeling hidden. The one exception is sex, were it seems no one ever told her how to behave. Arching her back she rides the waves of her orgasm, her eyes unfocused. The feeling of her trembling lips around my cock nearly causing me to follow her into orgasmic bliss.

Pulling away from my cock she looks up at me with red cheeks, "I'm sorry Master," she says, gasping for breath.

"What are you sorry about sweetie?" I ask, sitting up with effort, and gently cupping her cheek.

"I came before you did Master, and I didn't ask permission." She looks down at her knees before continuing, "It was disobedient of me."

I snort with laughter, "Well, it's rude to talk with your mouth full." I smile, watching her try and decide if she's allowed to find that joke funny. It's always a challenge to work out if something is down to Rose's training, or her biology. I think, for example, that my ability to make her orgsam is probably down to her body, rather than my prowess.

I lean in to kiss her before she has a chance to reply. There was a time, not so long ago, that I would have been repulsed by the idea of kissing lips that had just been wrapped around my cock. But now the idea of any part of my slave girl being disgusting is laughable.

Rose kisses back with enthusiasm wrapping her arms around me. Placing my feet firmly on the carpeted floor, I pull her gently onto my lap. My cock poking her stomach as she continues to kiss me. "I want you Rose," I whisper, pulling away and looking deeply into her eyes.

She whimpers softly biting her lip as she wraps her arms around my neck, before lifting herself onto her knees. I look into her eyes as she positions herself, before gently sliding down onto my cock. "Sweet Stars," I hiss, as the liquid fire of her core slowly envelops me.

I catch the tiniest of smiles on Rose's face as she starts to bounce on my lap, her outstretched arms wrapped around my neck. Looking into her eyes I try my best to maintain eye-contact, but the way her small breasts jiggle is very distracting. I gasp as she starts to rotate her hips, increasing my pleasure.

I grab Rose's sides as she starts to pant, trusting with my hips to meet her on every downstroke. "M... May I cum Master?" she asks, her words distorted by her heavy breathing.

"Oh stars' yes!" I yell, as she crashes down onto me her with a loud squeal of delight, which is enough to push us both over the edge. Wrapping my arms around her I hold on tight, as I pump what feels like a gallon of cum into her.

We stay still for a long moment, before like a felled tree I slowly fall back onto the bed. Rose settles happily on my chest with my cock softening inside her.

"That was amazing Master," Rose says, taking my by surprise. Uninvited comments from my slave girl are a rare treat.

"Yeah," I say a little stupidly, letting her slide off of my chest. She curls up beside me purring contentedly.

"Though, Master isn't my name."

She lifts her head to look around the room like a meerkat on the lookout, "Yes Dan," she says, blushing.

With a warm feeling in my chest, I tell her what a good girl she's been. As always I'm amazed at just how happy a few words can make her. Basking in my praise Rose snuggles against me. Resting her head on my chest.

I stroke her back softly. "I'm afraid there's no time for a nap sweetie," I say, feeling guilty. "You need a shower, and I need to get some food in you before this afternoon's lesson."

I chuckle at the tiny frown that crosses her face. "Yes, Mas—" she catches herself. "Yes Dan, may we eat lunch together?"

"Of course," I reply, stroking her hair. "Now go jump in the shower. While I see if there's anywhere in this place to get pizza."

Infused with a bit more enthusiasm now that she knows her favourite food is on the way, she hops out of bed. Waiting for one final kiss before walking awkwardly over to the bathroom, my seed slowly running down her pale leg.

I feel like curling up under the covers and falling asleep myself, but with a herculean effort I manage to throw myself out of bed. Heading over to the phone by the door, I consult the list of numbers beside it. There are numbers for various departments, but none of them scream room service.

Deciding that housekeeping is my best bet I scan the number, before holding the receiver to my ear...

-- -- --

Rose

With a gasp I duck back under the freezing water in the shower. Even after a lifetime of this experience it's still hardly comfortable. Turning around I let the water flow down my back, and over my bottom.

I don't think I've ever been given such a light spanking before, at least not since I was a little girl. Then again, I don't think I've ever been punished in such a caring way before. At the compound discipline was either impersonal or cruel, never, ever intimate like it was with my owner.

I run my fingers over the still sensitive folds of skin between my legs, relishing the feeling. These last few days have been horrible. Waking up without my master, and then deciding to go to go back to the compound. On top of the training with the warden, I've felt so completely out of control. Which, I suppose is silly, because so much of what has happened to me has been my choice. Self-doubt isn't something that happens to a slave, we do what our owners tell us, without question. Except, I don't, not anymore and I still don't know how to comprehend that fact.

"Penny for your thoughts?" Master asks, making me jump, I didn't hear him enter the bathroom. How long has he been watching me?

"Excuse me Master?" I ask, confused by his question.

"You look like you're thinking about something sweetie," he says softly. His eyes rove over my naked body, though he tries to pretend he isn't looking.

"Yes, Master," I say, not sure how to explain my thought process. "I don't know if I want to be a slave or not anymore," I stop myself. "I mean, I want to belong to you Master. But, I don't know if I want to act like other Lower Vil. It's confusing."

He raises his eyebrows. "Well, for the next week or so you need to act like a slave. After that we can work out what makes you happy, okay?"

I nod relieved to have a plan to stick to. "Yes, Master."

He smirks at me. "Mind if I join you?" he asks, lifting his leg to step into the tub.

"Yes, Master!" I say quickly, "but the water is—"

He curses as the icy water hits him, jumping back against the wall.

"Cold," I finish unhelpfully.

"What the fuck?" Master says, doing his best to stay away from the frigid water that cascades over me. "Why is the water so cold Rose?"

"A slave shouldn't waste hot water, Master," I say, looking down at my feet. I can't tell if he's angry, surprised, amused, or a mixture of all three.

He reaches through the spray to tap the control panel, turning up the temperature. I curse myself for not thinking to do the same. "I'm sorry Master," I say, not daring to look at him.

"How long exactly have you been having cold showers?" Master asks. Placing his hands on my shoulders and positioning me so we can both benefit from the beautifully hot water.

"Always Master," I reply.

"Always?"

"Ever since I was little Master," I pause. "Maybe they used hot water when I was a baby?" I say. Trying to remember the basic things I learned about childcare at the compound, since Lower Vil are sometimes required to act as nannies.

"So ever since you've lived with me, you have purposely showered in freezing cold water?"

"Yes, Master." He seems very caught up on this detail and I rack my brains for a reason why. Showering in cold water isn't comfortable, but it's hardly the worst thing in the world.

My revery is broken by two hard slaps delivered to my behind. I'm so surprised that I yelp, jumping against my Master who wraps his arms around me with a grunt.

"No more cold showers, okay?" he says into my hair.

"Yes, Master," I reply, still a little shocked from my sudden punishment.

"I've decided to reserve spankings for when you're horny, or when you're trying to give yourself hyperthermia," he says, reaching down to massage my bottom.

"Yes, Master," I mummer, snuggling into his chest and using the space under his chin to stop the water hitting my face.

"And Master isn't my name."

"Yes, Dan," I say quickly, "I'm sorry."

"Good girl," he praises me. Kissing the top of my head. "Now, let's get you cleaned up, judging by that phone call we are either getting pizza, or arrested."

-- -- --

"Better, much better," The warden says from somewhere above my head. I let the praise roll over me, but make sure to keep perfectly still. I don't want to mess things up now!

"I don't know what the hell you did to her boy, but it seems to have worked."

"Magic touch," Master says with a laugh. "You either have it, or you don't."

The warden snorts, but there's an air of humour about him. "Well, so long as she can behave like this at the compound she might be okay. The key word being 'might'."

"You don't think she's ready?" my owner asks, and it takes every ounce of focus I have not look up from the floor to see his expression.

"Lower Vil are pets, not spies, boy," the warden replies matter of factly, sending a shiver down my spine. He's right, of course he's right, but I had somehow been fooling myself into thinking that if I could just wrap my head around the positions, and act like a perfect slave again, I would be fine.

"Most Lower Vil are not like Rose," Master says defiantly. "Are we done here?"

There's another snort of laughter from the warden. "You got balls kid. Yeah, we're done." I feel him pat my bottom, before, with a chuckled farewell, the instructor leaves the room.

"You did really well sweetie," my owner says. If he's concerned about what was just said he doesn't betray it in his voice.

"Thank you Master." Usually any kind of praise from my owner would cause my heart to flutter with delight, but I can't seem to shake the feeling of doom. Tomorrow I'm going back to the compound, a pet pretending to be a spy.

"Ignore him okay?" Master says, kneeling down beside me.

"Yes, Master," I reply, sitting up slowly and swaying with dizziness as the blood rushes away from my head. Thankfully Master catches me before I can fall, and I feel myself being pulled into his safe embrace.

"You don't seem convinced," my owner says, kissing my hair.

Despite already being red faced from the 'present' position I feel my cheeks burn. Master shouldn't be able to read me so easily. A good, obedient girl is a blank slate, but with all that's been going on I seem to have forgotten even these simple things! The warden is right, I can't do this!

"What if I can't do it, Master?" I whisper, pushing myself against his chest.

He's silent for a long moment as he holds me close. "You can do this Rose. You just need to be the girl I know you can be, okay?"

I nod, wanting so badly to believe his words.

"Why don't we go back to the room?" Master says. "We can watch a movie or something, you know, take your mind off things."

I'm about to agree when the door to the training room opens and Mr. X strides in with Lucy following obediently on his heels. "Ah, Mr. Fallow, doing a little instructing of your own, are we?"

I hide my face in my owner's chest, as he shifts his gaze to the doorway. "What do you want X?" Master asks. Not trying very hard to hide his annoyance.

"I want Rose," Mr. X replies. "There are preparations that must be made, however you are more than welcome to stay here."

"Fine, fine," Master says, gently pushing me away.

"Master?" I whisper in alarm. I don't want to leave him!

"We need to get up sweetie. Don't worry I'm not letting him steal you away again."

I nod quickly, relief flooding over me. Master stands up first, before helping me to my feet. He kindly holds my hands as I shake out my legs, stiff from an afternoon of repetitive positions.

"What kind of preparations are we talking about here?" my owner asks. Patiently waiting for me to get my limbs back in working order.

"We have a number of tools we give to agents in the field." Mr. X looks down at me. "Just some little technological invitations we've dreamed up over the years. Don't worry, compared to the experimentation done on her already all of this will be a walk in the park."

"You know, with a reassuring manner like that government work is wasted on you. You should become a therapist," Master says sardonically, taking my hand and walking towards the door.

"Well, I have always had a knack for changing people's minds," Mr X replies in mock thoughtfulness, "It's just that sometimes, I have to sufficiently change their bodies and hope their minds follow suit."

"You're a testament to tyrants everywhere," Master answers. I don't really like it when my owner fights with Mr. X like this. It scares me. Lucy's owner is somewhat like the man in the suit at the compound. He would act all sweet and nice around Dr. Walker, but underneath all his pleasant words he was a very cruel human.

Not wanting to hear them arguing anymore I fall back into step with Lucy, who smiles at me. It's funny, I think Lucy might be the only person that is immune to her owners cruelty. I shake my head. I shouldn't be thinking like this! A slave doesn't make judgments about her betters.

The problem is, now that I need to think like a true slave again I'm finding it no longer feels right.

"Don't worry," Lucy says, misinterpreting my thoughtfulness for worry. "The research and development department is fun, I like it!"

I frown which causes Lucy to hide a giggle behind her hand. I don't like this place it's too big, it's not like Master's house. I bite my lip, following my owner with my head down, worried and curious in equal measure.

I think we must be approaching somewhere important because the doors have changed from friendly wood to imposing metal. Lucy smiles at me softly as two men in white coats, much like Dr. Walker used to wear, walk past us with obvious interest.

"Ah, here we are," Mr. X says, leading us to a metal door marked 'Bio-mechanical prototyping 001'.

Master moves over to me, as Mr. X uses the control panel. Leaning my head against the soft fabric of his shirt, I try to remember if I've ever been taught what Bio-mechanical means. Didn't Master say it was something to do with that gel that freezes you?

"I won't let them hurt you okay?" my owner says, but he seems to be talking more to himself than me.

I nod into his chest, jumping as a loud hiss emanates from the door, and it slowly swings open. I don't really know what I was expecting. A lab like doctor Walkers perhaps, or a workshop like the one I got a brief look at in Master's Father's garage. But instead behind the door stands a human, with the very interesting trait of being as wide as he is tall.

"Ah Marvin," Mr. X says, clapping his hands together which seems to startle the man. Which is odd, since he seemed to be expecting us. I look up at my owner to see what he makes of the situation. Master shrugs, stroking my cheek with the back of his fingers.

"Evenin' Deputy Director," Marvin says in a nasally voice. "What's going on?"

"We would like to make use of some of your developments," Mr. X replies patiently.

A crease appears on Marvin's forehead. "Well, I mean, you should have made an appointment. I don't like unexpected things." From his lab coat he pulls out a pair dark goggles. Which secure themselves over his eyes, as if he had magnets hidden under his skin.

"I did make an appointment Marvin, several days ago in fact."

"Well, I don't remember any of this, are you sure? Where's my secretary? She'll know. Barb! Barb where are you?" He turns and plods into his room, followed by Mr. X and Lucy. Master and I share another look of mutual confusion, before we too step inside.

At first glance it seems like some kind of horrible accident must have taken place. Nearly every surface is stacked high with wires and circuit boards, some of which have slipped onto the floor. There's a large black burn mark on the back wall of the lab. The source of the fire appearing to be a blob of deformed—something—spread out on the floor like melted cheese.

Marvin starts opening doors at random shouting for his secretary, even though most of the doors seem to lead to store rooms. "Marvin, what's this?" Mr. X asks, holding up a piece of paper from a singly clean desk.

"What's what?" the round doctor asks, turning to face us. The lenses of his goggles whir as they extend out telescopically, and he reads the note aloud, "Gone home, don't forget your meeting."



"Inhale a lot of fumes do you?" Master asks in mock innocence that seems to go over the doctors head. Though, it does draw a nasty look from Mr. X.

"Why yes as it happens, why do you ask?" Marvin replies, his goggles returning to normal.

"No reason, Marvin," Mr. X cuts in quickly, "no reason at all. Now, how are you getting along with those dematerialising implants? I take it by the allocation of funds that have been made available to you that things are progressing nicely?"

"Oh yes!" Marvin exclaims, clapping his pudgy hands together loudly. "We are ready to begin testing on real people, mostly."

"Mostly?" Master asks, looking between me and the other men in the room.

"Don't worry Mister Fallow," Mr. X says, gently grabbing Lucy's arm as she reaches out to touch something on the table closest to her. Her cheeks turn bright red as she glues her eyes to the floor. I watch her master closely, but he doesn't do anything to punish her. Perhaps he will do it later? Then again, he is a little like my own Master. It's odd to think there are not one, but two humans who are willing to indulge their slave's curiosity.

"Don't worry?" Master replies testily, his cheeks reddening. Though, I imagine for a different reason than Lucy's.

"Marvin is the world's leading expert on bio-mechanical implants. Unfortunately that doesn't leave much mental room for anything else," Mr. X says, watching Marvin probe his ear with his little finger.

"Well, nothing happens to Rose without her go ahead," Master insists.

"Of course," Lucy's suited owner turns to me. "Rose, we would like to attach a very small communication device to your jaw bone so you can talk to us while you are at the compound."

"I could talk to my Master while I'm at the compound?"

"That is our hope," Mr. X replies, looking to my owner clearly expecting a retort.

"Won't any kind of implant be picked as soon as they use a medical scanner on her?" Master says, looking at Marvin. Who is absent-mindedly fiddling with a tangle of sparking wires.

There's a long moment of silence, Master and Mr. X look at each other awkwardly, while Lucy gives me a tiny smile. Her hands held resolutely behind her back in case she's tempted to touch something again. Maybe that's something I should do. At last, with a mingled look of surprise and confusion Marvin seems to register that the conversation has ceased.

I would never be so disobedient to say so—though, perhaps I would? Now that Master has opened up a whole new world of thoughts and feelings for me—but doctor Marvin seems very strange, even for a human.

"Sorry did I miss something?" Marvin asks looking at Mr. X, his telescopic lenses extending once again.

"Mister Fallow was wondering if your technology would be detected by medical scanners Marvin," Mr. X says, in the same slow careful tone Master uses with me when I'm finding it hard to make a choice.

"Oh no!" the doctor beams excitedly. "That's why I named them dematerialising implants, you see, they dematerialise!"

My owner frowns. "And how does it work?"

"Are you familiar with Otto's theory on relative positioning of nano-robotics in a uniformly regulated quantum field?" Marvin asks. I look over at Lucy not sure if the doctor is speaking one the dead human languages Master told me about, or if I missed something vital during one of my training sessions at the compound. I don't want to look stupid in front of my owner! Thankfully Lucy looks completely lost, as does my Master.

"In layman's terms if you would be so kind Marvin," Mr. X says smoothly. Sliding onto a stall and pulling Lucy to him, so that her back is against his chest with his legs either side of her.

There's a large blue flash and a yelp as Marvin throws his sparking bundle of wires back onto the work surface. Where they continue to fizz and pop disconcertingly. Wiping the shoot from his fingers on his lab coat, the doctor turns his attention back to us. "Simple, simple," he mutters to himself. "Ah yes, simply put I have created implants which are constructed from many, many individual nano-bots that operate in much the same way that biological cells do."

"I have programmed these bots in such a way that while unmolested they form into a communication chip, unrecognisable from a standard issue unit. But when the nano-bots are exposed to the radiating energy of a scanner they immediately scatter and disguise themselves amongst the biological cells, rendering the implant virtually undetectable."

An image of a horde of ants, like those in Emily's shows, crawling under my skin fills my mind. I move closer to my owner trying to shake off the errant thought.

"And this stuff actually works?" Master asks, crossing his arms over my chest and holding me close. The same way Mr. X is hugging Lucy.

"Oh yes!" Marvin exclaims. "Like I said before, we are ready to start testing them on real people."

"And there's no time like the present now is there, doctor?" Mr. X says encouragingly.

Marvin nods rapidly. "Quite so, quite so! We've had wonderful success with the mice!" He pauses, a huge smile on his face. "If only people were as robust... and fluffy," he says, his face dropping a little.

I feel Master's lips brush the top of my head as Mr X begins to speak, "The procedure is virtually painless. Just a simple injection under Rose's right ear."

I struggle to keep the frown from my face. I don't like injections. Above me Master lets out an audible sigh taking my shoulders and turning me around so that we are facing one another.

"It's up to you, sweetie," Master says, tucking a strand of hair behind my ear.

"I don't like making decisions," I whisper, feeling a familiar icy feeling flooding my stomach as I look up at my owner imploringly.

"Rose, I can help you choose what clothes to wear, or what to eat," Master says. "But I can't tell you what to do here. This is like going to the compound, It has to be your decision."

I look down at my feet. I knew that eventually I would be asked to make another big choice. I just didn't know it would be so soon! This will be my second major choice in mere days! It's too much! Much, much too much, and Master knows it! I feel my heart start to pound in my chest.

"Rose," Master says sharply, bringing my full attention back to him, "just breathe okay?" I suddenly become acutely aware of how my pounding heart is affecting the rest of my panic stricken body.

"Yes, Master," I reply, doing my best to myself to calm down.

"Both Lucy and I have communication implants," Mr. X says soothingly. "Though admittedly, ours are not nearly as advanced as the one we're offering you."

I turn to look at Lucy, who smiles gesturing to her cheek. I take a few deep breaths as I consider my options. Saying no means no injection, which is good, but it also means not being able to speak to Master, which definitely isn't. Saying yes is clearly the right choice, so why is it so hard?

"Master," I whisper, turning back to him.

He lowers his head to whisper back, "Yes sweetie?"

"One big choice, then no more tonight?" I ask, trying to keep the pleading from my voice. It's unbecoming for a good girl.

"I promise," he replies, kissing my cheek.

I nod. Master will keep me safe, at least for tonight. I move to face Mr. X dreading making a choice, even if it's an obvious one. "I want the implant," I say, feeling bile rise in the back of my throat.

"Of course you do!" Marvin says brightly, clapping his hands together. "Why wouldn't you?"

Without waiting for an answer, he turns and wanders deeper into his lab looking over his shoulder in apparent surprise that no one is following him. Mr. X and my owner share a look before both moving. Gently pushing me and Lucy in front of them.

With his white coat swishing the round doctor approaches one of the metal doors. I notice his little finger flashes with a green light, like my Master's does when he places his hand on an access panel. There's a whirring sound and the heavy door gently swings open.

I'm the first across the threshold after the doctor and the shock of what's inside the room stops me dead. Causing Master to bump into the back of me.

"Sorry Rose," he says, before catching sight of the room himself. "Stars."

Cages cover every wall in the room, each divided individually with a single white mouse inside. There must be hundreds of the small animals. Most of them look normal, at least what I recognise as normal from my lessons at the compound, but others have odd patches of shaved fur or else visible electrical components protruding from their skin. Though they don't seem particularly bothered by the attachments as they run around their cages.

Master slowly pushes me into the room, as those behind him shuffle forward. I keep a safe distance from the cages, watching as the doctor starts to cover a large leather chair in the same kind of crinkly paper that they used to use in the compound lab.

"Is this really the most appropriate room for a medical procedure Marvin?" Mr. X asks, preemptively taking Lacy's hand as her eyes wander over the cages.

"It's an injection. Not brain surgery," Marvin shrugs, patting the now paper covered seat a wide smile on his pudgy face as he looks at me.

With a gentle nudge from my owner I climb into the plush leather, wincing at the sound of crinkling paper. Settling back into the seat, I smile as Master kneels down beside me, taking my hand in his.

I can hear the clink and clatter of metal and glass as Marvin prepares whatever it is he's preparing. But I keep my eyes fixed on my Master, who looks worried, but is trying his best to hide it.

"I've never seen real mice before, Master," I say softly, squeezing his hand.

"No?" he says, kissing my fingers. "Well, I'll tell you what, when all this is over we'll go to the zoo. We can take Emily as well."

"And Zack and Jezebel?" I say, training images of zoo's flashing in my minds eye.

"If we ask nicely I'm sure," Master says, his eyes flicking up to something just above my head.

"Just a little pinch and a little chill, and it will all be over," Marvin says, placing his fingers on the side of my face and gently pushing so that my head lays to one side.

"Are you ready?" he asks.

I look up at Mr. X and Lucy, who stand by the door looking out of place, before my attention turns back to my owner who nods slowly.

"I'm ready," I hear myself say, briefly aware that this is the first time I've ever been asked before being given an injection. I feel the pinch of the needle as it pierces my cheek, and I try my best to hide my wince.

At first there's nothing, and then all at once it feels like there is burning ice pooled under my skin. I yelp, trying to rub away the horrible sensation but with no real effect.

"Rose!" Master shouts. "What's wrong?"

"It's cold M... Master!" I just about manage to stammer, while desperately rubbing the side of my face.

"I did tell you," Marvin says cheerfully from somewhere behind me. "Just give the nano-bots time to adjust themselves to your body chemistry.'

"Don't you have any painkillers, or something?" Master asks, stroking the back of my hand in a pleasantly distracting way.

"I'm sure she's quite used to discomfort, Mister Fallow," Mr. X says.

Thankfully the pain begins to subside. Turning from an angry, burning lake into a scattering of prickles, as if someone were throwing sparks against my skin.

"It's getting better, Master," I say softly, guiltily moving my hand away from my cheek despite the prickles, as I see the worried look on his face.

"I guess all those cold showers were good for something after all, huh?"

I can't help but smile. A few weeks ago, I would have been paranoid about a joke like that. Wondering for hours on end if I had done something to anger my owner, if I was interpreting his words correctly. But now, I think I understand something I didn't before. An obedient girl serves her Master, a good girl understands him.

I'm distracted by the chick of glass and the tapping of a syringe as Marvin prepares another shot.

"I thought you said there was only one shot?" Master says, gripping my hand as I look between him and the round doctor.

"For the communication chip yes," Marvin nods. "This is something else I've been working on, incase she happens to get into difficulty during her mission. All our field agents have knuckle taser implants, and this one," he says proudly, holding up the syringe, "is completely untraceable. I've had a few shocks from the mice I can tell you."

"Not what we discussed Marvin," Mr. X says with a sigh, "but a good idea nonetheless."

Nodding Marvin reachers for my hand which years of training make me offer without needing to think about it. A slave is obedient to all humans, not just her Master. I gasp with surprise as my owner grabs my wrist pulling my fingers away from the glinting needle.

"No weapons," he says sternly, looking over at Mr. X who looks a little taken-aback.

"Come now, Mister Fallow, it's the same technology as the communication chip, and a lot farther away from her brain. She will be perfectly safe."

"I don't care how safe it is. She's not taking a weapon with her into that place," my owner says defiantly.

"And here was me thinking you wanted to give your slave every chance of success," Mr. X replies with a raised eyebrow, gently stroking Lucy's platinum hair.

I shake my head before I even realise I'm doing it. I don't want a weapon, and I don't want to hurt anyone. I may be a disobedient girl, but I'm not that disobedient a girl.

"I do," Master says coldly, "what do you think is going to happen to her if she attacks one of the wardens? In fact you don't even need to think about it." He turns to me. "Rose, what is the penalty for striking a human?"

"Death, Master," I reply at once. Shaking my head as the awfully familiar memories of a begging girl silenced by a gunshot start to fill my head. As they always do when I think about breaking one of the Overriding Edicts.

"And if she fails to alert the inspection team in time?" Mr. X asks grumpily.

"Then she will have to wait for the next time the place is inspected, I'm sure your people can hurry that process along."

I feel my mouth go dry as Master speaks. It's going to be awful spending a few days away from him! What if I'm trapped in the compound for months? What if he forgets about me, or finds another slave! One that doesn't cause him all the problems I do?

"Possibly," Mr. X coincides.

"Alive Rose has a chance," my owner says, stroking my hair. "We can't do anything for the dead."

"I've prepared the shot now," Marvin says unhappily, "the Nano-bots have been energised. It'a a one way process!"

"Well, maybe you should have asked before assuming things?" Master says, eyeing the doctor critically.

"The deputy director asked for implants, these are the implants I've been working on," Marvin whines.

"It's fine Marvin," Mr. X says with a smirk. "Give the shot to Mister Fallow. Worse comes to worse, he can taser himself and save my enforcers the effort."

-- -- --

Dan

"What?" I say in bewilderment. When did this suddenly involve me?

"Hop up Rose," X says. "Your boyfriend is due a turn in the chair." I can't help but notice the delight on X's face as he speaks.

"Wait, wait, wait," I say, causing Rose to pause halfway out of the chair. "You're just going to give me top secret spy gear?" I ask with skepticism, helping Rose to her feet.

"Well, I'm already well endowed, and Lucy has no need for a weapon. If it's any consolation don't think of this as being given a gift. Rather, think of yourself as a volunteer in a drug trial," X shrugs, gently guiding Rose over to Lucy who, with a smile at her Master, wraps her arms around my slave girl. Clearly something she's wanted to do for awhile.

"Anyway," X adds as I reluctantly take a seat, "it might just come in handy."

"Stars I hate the government," I groan, holding out my right hand. I've not even had a second to think about this. No time at all to think over the implications of having part of my anatomy turned into a weapon. Only the silent agreement with Mr. X that, given the fact I've been kidnapped twice in one week, a taser might come in handy.

"Sticks and stones, Mister Fallow, sticks and stones."

I don't think our ancestors quite anticipated personnel repulsion fields when they came up with that saying; otherwise it would probably be 'Sticks and stones bounce back home, so words are the only thing that can hurt me.' I'm distracted from my overthinking by Marvin who grabs my hand with a surprising amount of care.

"The charge is generated by your body heat, and stored just below the skin," he says, inspecting my knuckles closely. "It will knock most people out with the first punch, but it takes time to recharge so subsequent hits will simply hurt your attacker."

"I'll keep that in mind," I hiss, as the doctor quickly grabs a needle and injects a clear liquid into my skin almost as if he's afraid i'm going to change my mind.

Withdrawing the needle Marvin pulls out a very old fashioned looking gold stopwatch. Oh great, even the guy working on the cutting edge of technology has a retro fetish. His beady eyes flicker between me and his classical timepiece.

"Fuck me it's freezing!" I yell, as I suddenly notice just how cold my hand has become. It's like I've drenched it in a frozen lake, and now it's being chewed on by some horrific fish, probably made of ice.

I notice with a pang Rose trying to get to me. Only to be held back by Lucy who whispers urgently in her ear. I shake my hand, and try not to look too pained for her sake. "What's with the stupid Watch?" I growl.

"Oh, nothing," Marvin says cheerfully. "Most people would have had the heart attack by now, so you should be fine."

"What?" I gasp. "You never checked Rose for a heart attack!"

"She's Lower Vil," Marvin replies with a shrug, smiling at my slave girl.

"And when does the pain wear off?" I could have sworn it didn't last this long with Rose.

"Oh a good few hours I would think," the doctor says, as Lucy nuzzles Roses neck, the anguish on my slave's face heartbreakingly evident.

"I'm fine Rose," I say through gritted teeth. "Gah, you fuckers never thought to mention all the extra pain?" I ask, looking between Marvin and X, and trying to decide who gets punched first.

"It didn't seem relevant," X says trying not to look too pleased with himself, but failing. "I would rent some movies on the view screen if I were you, Mister Fallow. It's going to be a long night."

-- - -

Mr. X

My mother was a hoarder. During the war she had nothing, so when she met my father who gave her everything, she had no way of assigning value. She went to her grave with a house full of useless junk.

It's a trait which she has unfortunately passed on to me, but where for her it was a weakness I've found a way to turn into my strength. You see, the problem isn't with never throwing anything away. The problem is never knowing when to use what you have.

Of course, I think as swipe my hand over the elevator's control panel and select to a previously hidden sub basement. It helps when you have plenty of room for storage.

I can't help but take a deep breath of the damp air, rich with the scent of mildew as it rushes through the open doors of the elevator. If the people down here had any idea how hard we had to work to achieve the effect, well... I doubt they would appreciate it as much as I do.

With a nod to the lone guard, I head down the corridor eyeing the black doors on either side of me until I reach my destination.

The lightweight—but designed to look like heavy iron—door slides open with a faint hiss. Revealing a pale bedraggled man inside the cell. He's sprawled on the thin mattress, hardly more comfortable than the floor, which is another carefully thought out piece of design. Honestly, these people have no appreciation for the effort we make in their behalf. His eyes meet mine, broken and lost, before falling quickly back to the cold steel floor.



"Good news Mister Richardson," I say, enjoying the echo. "I have a job for you."

"My name is Ernie," he replies, with the merest shadow of defiance, before hiding his face from the light once again.

Yes, indeed, a time and place to use everything.
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Hey all,

Thanks for all the comments and ratings on the last chapter, and I hope you enjoy this one. The penultimate part of Dan and Rose's story!

— — —

Rose

The hum of the Anti-grav engines drop to near silence as the hover car comes to a stop, and the sound of rain pounding against metal seems to grow ten times louder in the dark, stuffy boot. I struggle to move with my arms cuffed behind my back. Are we finally here?

I've spent hours shut away in the boot, a black bag over my head. With no light I've had only the hum of the engine, and the relentless patter of rain—which has followed us since we left the Department of Interspecies Relations—as stimulus. I feel like I've spent days in this cramped space, and, now that we've stoped, all I want to do is get out and stretch.

Panic grips my chest, as it has done more than a few times on the way here. I wish I could tap my cheek, and activate the communication chip. What I wouldn't give to speak to my owner. Forcing myself to picture the faces of my sisters, I remember why I'm doing this. No matter what's waiting for me outside, I need to stay in control.

The car door opens, and the whole vehicle wobbles uncharacteristically. I hold still, listening hard. But all I can hear is my own heartbeat and the constant rain. I jump as the car door slams banging my head in the tight space.

I whimper softly, the sudden pain brining a tear to my eye. Taking a deep breathe I make myself hold still, listening hard. Oh stars, are those the sounds of footsteps, or am I imagining things?

A mixture of cold air, and even colder rain, hits my naked skin as the boot opens with a hiss. I've never felt vulnerable being naked before, quite the opposite really, but now I wish I could hide in one of Master's big cozy sweaters. I gasp, as clammy hands, damp from either the rain or sweat, pull me from the trunk.

Letting my body go limp, I'm carried like a baby away from the car. Panic grips my chest as the person holding me slips, nearly toppling, but seems to regain his balance just in time.

"That's far enough!" a voice calls.

I let out an involuntary yell of fear as I'm suddenly dropped. The shout dies in my throat as I land in a thick layer of mud. At least, I hope this is mud. The cold sludge oozes around me, and I struggle to right myself. Before I'm pulled roughly onto my knees, sharp fingernails digging into my upper arm.

"Here we are," Ernie says, "Sorry about the delay, you fellows. She took some finding..." He trails off, the false confidence in his voice faltering.

I hear wet footsteps squelching in the mud, drawing rapidly closer, before the bag is pulled away from my face. I have just enough time to blink, before a sudden bright light forces my eyes closed.

"It's her," a male voice says, before the bag is tugged back down. I enjoy the momentary reprieve from his blinding torch, but almost at once I wish I could escape the humid interior of the bag again. I gasp as the bag's pull cords are tightened around my throat, to the point of almost choking me.

"See, what did I tell you," Ernie says, "back safe and sound. And we can put this whole nasty business behind us, don't you think?"

There's a soft thwack, followed by a strange sound, like a bag of photos being thrown into the mud. Forcing myself not to look around, I wonder if Ernie will comment on the strange noise.

But, Ernie is silent.

I swallow hard as realisation of what just happened hits me. They shot him.

I didn't know Ernie was the one who kidnaped me, not until today. His face didn't register in all the fear and excitement of leaving the compound. I don't even remember much of being in the back of his car when he brought me to my Master. He was a stranger then, and is—was—a stranger now.

So why does his death make me feel sick to my stomach?

I tense holding my breathe, waiting for something to happen. But the rain continues to poor and the world doesn't seem to be any different for Ernie's death. I notice a cold liquid running against my legs, and I hope with everything I have that it's rain, and not Ernie's blood. Blood would be hot, right?

Thoughts of blood and death chase each other around my head, throwing up awful training image after awful training image. I feel hot tears touch my cheeks as I imagine the man who shot Ernie aiming his riffle at me. I don't want to die! If I die master will be upset, and I can't hurt him like that!A strong pair of gloved hands grab my arms, yanking me out of my impending meltdown.

I almost tell them that I would be happy to walk, as they pull me to my feet and start to drag me through the mud. But those are not the thoughts—let alone the actions—of a good slave.

I'm dragged a short distance, and the squelch of mud is quickly replaced by the wet slap of boots on a hard floor. And I can no longer feel the rain on my skin, though I can still hear it pattering above me. We must be inside, or at least undercover.

I'm subjected to a continuous stream of sound, doors opening, doors closing, alarms, beeps, and a thousand other noises, as I'm pulled along. But the human's carrying me remain completely silent. The smell of stale recycled air is my first inclination that I am back in the compound proper. How could I have forgotten such distinctive smell? I try my best not to shiver, as the scent stirs up both the good, and the bad memories I have of this place.

I bite my lip, as feel the tops of my feet being rubbed raw on the rough ground. Before the pain wouldn't have bothered me, but weeks of feeling nothing but gentle affection have left me more sensitive. We come to a stop and I'm grateful for the chance to stand on my own, but to my disappointment it seems this is only a momentary rest. I'm pulled forward, and my bare feet meet an icy metal floor. The whole world moves downwards, and I guess that we must be inside a lift.

We continue on like this, in silence, encountering more lifts, more rough floors, and even a set of steep stairs.

Just as i'm starting to think they are walking me in circles purposely to confuse me, we stop. I'm spun on the spot by the two men holding me, before one of them pushes me into a soft padded chair. The paper cover crinkles as I sit, causing me to wince. Listening hard, I wait for someone to speak so that I can confirm my location.

Panic grips my chest as I consider a terrifying possibility. What if they haven't taken me to my sisters part of the compound at all? I could be in another lab! In another area of the compound altogether! Suddenly the fabric obscuring my vision feels more suffocating than the cords around my neck.

I'm so busy fighting to control myself that I almost miss the sounds of the humans who brought me here retreating, their wet boots squeaking against the plastic floor as they go.

The room is completely still, and I wonder if I'm alone. It's not unusual for a girl to be left unattended. After-all, obedience is as effective as chains when it comes to restraining Lower Vil.

Just as I'm wondering what a spy in one of Master's movies might do in this situation, a door opens. All thoughts of sneakily looking around leave my head, as I try and focus on where I herd the door opening.

I can just make out the rustle of clothes as someone moves towards me, before I feel soft warm fingers gently brushing against the side of my neck. I hold perfectly still, my heart pounding in my chest, as they start to tug at the bags drawstrings.

"Is the subject harmed?" a man asks, his voice tense.

"I won't know until I get a proper look at her," a woman replies softly. Is this Dr. Walker? I've known the doctor for my entire life, but the fear rising in my chest has driven the memory of her voice from my mind. I need to see. I need to know for sure, before my heart explodes with anxiety.

With agonising gentleness the bag is pulled from away from my face, I blink furiously against the bright overhead lights. Pulling at my restraints, I try to rub my eyes desperate to see clearly again.

"Oh stars, has the vision been affected?" the man asks. I get the sense that he isn't asking after my well being, but his. His voice also sounds familiar, but perhaps I'm just imagining things now.

"She's been blindfolded, and this is a bright room," the women explains calmly. "Why don't you wait outside, Sir, I promise you will have the results, as soon as I know."

"I suppose..." He says. Shapes start to materialise in front of me. Though none of them are distinctive enough for me to be able to recognise anything yet.

"You know how to contact me."

"Of course, Sir."

I try to focus on the abstract shapes moving around the room. Why must the lights be so bright in here? Blinking furiously, I watch as someone disappears though what must be a door. I turn my attention to the person beside me, and I can just make out her white coat and long black hair. Her face, however, is still too blurry to recognise.

Realisation hits me, as shocking as a slap. I shouldn't be looking around the room like a curious human. Even if I can't see properly, I am supposed to be pretending to be an obedient slave!

"Hello Rose."

My heart jumps in my chest, recognising the voice at last. "Doctor Walker?" I ask, my eyes fixed on the floor. Where they should have always been.

"Welcome back sweetheart," the doctor replies, stroking my hair.

Relief floods my chest. It was a risk to not simply return the greeting—as I have been trained to do—but I needed to know for sure it was the doctor. I'm so caught up in my own happiness, that I forgot to hide my smile. If it wasn't Dr. Walker beside me, but a Warden, I would have been severely punished for speaking out of turn.

Thankfully the doctor makes no comment about my less-than neutral expression. Dr. Walker has always been much more lenient with us than the Wardens; nevertheless, if she ever suspected what I planned to do here.... I curse myself, thoughts like that won't help!

I watch her cautiously out of the corner of my eye as she gathers her medical supplies, my vision finally returning to normal. I bite my lip as I watch her, fighting down a shiver at my own disobedience. My curiosity has always been one of my biggest failings, and even if I'm supposed to be learning as much as I can. I still feel guilty.

I notice there is something different about Dr. Walker, her hair is damp and her cheeks red, she must have rushed to get here. But there's something else about her. Her shiny black hair has started to go grey in places, and she has deep purple bags under her eyes. It's like she's aged a year in the month I have been away.

"Well, now, let's have a little look at you," she coos, turning to face me. I drop my eyes back to my knees, cursing myself once again. That was too close!

"So, how are you feeling, Rose?" she asks, leaning over me to release the cuffs.

I take a moment to rub at my sore flesh, before holding my hands obediently on my lap. I need to be more careful about restraints, a mere afternoon locked in cuffs should not have caused so much chafing. Not if I hadn't been pulling against my bounds.

I take a deep breath before starting to speak, "I'm well Miss. I feel cold, but I believe I am undamaged."

"That's good," she says softly, starting to probe my head with her fingertips. "Where have you been sweetie?" she asks, her hands working carefully around my ears.

"I don't know exactly Miss," I lie, the sensation almost giddying, "I was kept in a dark place, perhaps a storeroom? Until that man brought me back here. A bag was placed over my head whenever I wasn't in the dark room Miss. I'm sorry."

"I see," she says with a slight frown, moving her hands down to my neck. "Someone must have fed you?"

"Yes, Miss, I was fed and allowed water," I reply. Lying to her is so easy it's frightening. What if I make it through all of this, somehow manage to save my sisters, only to find that suddenly I'm no longer able to be honest with my Master? I shudder at the thought.

Dr. Walker pauses with her fingers on my collarbone. "Does it hurt when I touch you here?" she asks.

It takes all of my training not to let the fear show on my face. I need to be more careful! Lying may be easy, but so is getting caught in a lie.

"No Miss," I say sedately, keeping my head bowed.

Dr. Walker turns away from me for a moment, and, glancing up quickly, I see her grab her stethoscope from the small wheeled table she often uses. I drop my eyes back to my knees before she notices me peeking.

I bite my lip to stop myself from gasping, as the cold metal disc of the stethoscope is pushed against my chest. Dr. Walker's stethoscope always seems to be icy cold, even when she holds the metal against her hand.

"Have you been having and problems with breathing?" she asks, probing different points around my chest.

'No Miss."

"A bad cough perhaps?" she asks, looking at me intently.

"No, Miss," I say again, careful to keep my tone and expression neutral.

"Learn forward," the doctor says, gently touching my shoulder. I obey dutifully, shivering as the metal disc is held against my back. Shivering isn't really a disobedient act—as it's something we can't control—Still, some Warden's expect us to remain perfectly still no matter what, even during a caning!

"Rose you know that whoever was keeping you was a thief, don't you? He wasn't your Master."

"Yes, Miss," I reply, a standard response.

"So," she goes on, moving the stethoscope to the other side of my back, "any orders her gave you don't count. If he told you not to tell me something then that wasn't a real order, do you understand?"

I nod, "I understand Miss."

"So have you had any medical problems, anything at all, even if the man who stole you told you not to tell me."

"No Miss, nothing," I say doing my best to look innocently confused.

I glance up to see Dr. Walker biting her lip. She gives me an odd look, before sighing and taking a step back. "Spread your legs sweetheart," she says, wrapping the stethoscope around her neck.

I obey at once, placing my heels against my bottom, and letting my knees fall apart. I frown at the cracked mud on my legs as Dr. Walker wheels over a stall, before sitting down in front of me. At least she's stopped asking questions about my chest.

I wait in silence as she pulls on a pair of thin plastic gloves, before she leans forward and gently spreads my folds apart. Whenever Master touches me between my legs it sends a lightning bolt shooting up my spine, but with Dr. Walker there's nothing. Which is good, I have never reacted to her before, so doing so now might be suspicious.

Dr. Walker spreads a thin layer of gel over her fingers. At least from this angle I can watch her without having to raise my head. I do my best to hide the grunt, as she pushes her lubricated finger inside of me. It's startling to be touched so impersonally after spending so much time with my owner.

"As I expected," the doctor says, her voice resigned. "I guess you're not my little girl any more, are you?"

It's a question, but I have no idea how to answer. As far as I can tell I haven't gotten that much bigger since I've been away, but I don't think my size is what she's talking about. "No Miss," I reply softly.

"Did he hurt you?"

"The first time he used me there was a little pain, Miss," I reply, pleased that I can be at least somewhat honest. "But the discomfort passed quickly, Miss."

"I bet."

I see a smile touch Dr. Walker's lips, before her expression once again turns glum. "The boss isn't going to be happy, but your back with us and mostly unharmed," she seems to be speaking more to herself than me.

Discarding her plastic gloves, she continues to work her way down my body, checking behind my knees and between my toes, before taking my right hand and inspecting it closely.

"Did anyone give you any medication sweetheart?" she asks, looking closely under each fingernail. "A pill or an injection, anything at all?"

"No Miss." And just like that i'm back to lying to her. The truth is I was given a pill this morning before I left, and warned by the doctors that if I didn't take another within the next day or so I would start to become sick again. The symptoms that plagued me before Master and I were arrested would not only come back, but be far more severe.

Still, Master told me not to worry. He said that because the compound would want to keep me healthy, so that I can be breed alongside my sisters, they would have to provide me with the correct medication. I risk a glance at Doctor Walker, wondering if she will give me an injection like she used to, or if she has pills like the doctors at the department.

"Well, I suppose they might have put something in your food..." She says to herself, getting to her feet and grabbing a handheld device a little like the art tablet that Master kindly allowed me to use.

She fiddles with the controls biting her bottom lip. "You remember how the scanner works?" she asks, looking down at me intently as if trying to read my mind.

"Yes, Miss," I answer at once, sitting up straighter in the chair and placing my hands on the armrests without needing to think about it. For nineteen years I've been through this procedure everyday without ever knowing what was being done to me, without ever asking, or even thinking to ask.

I force myself not to shudder again. It's like i've spent my entire life as a character on the view screen, part of the world but at the same time not really there. Now Master has shown me that I don't have to be a passive passenger in my own life anymore, and if I don't have to be, neither do my sisters.

Feeling renewed with fresh purpose, I hold still as Doctor Walker moves the scanner around my head. I feel a slight chill in my cheek, but that's all as she moves the tablet down my body. For all his oddness, it seems Marvin was right about the compound not finding the communication implant.

My neck and shoulders receive barely a moment's attention from the scanner, but my chest causes Doctor Walker to pause. "What in the stars," she mutters to herself, tapping on her tablet with a frown etched into her forehead.

"Stand up," she says without her usual kind inflection. I quickly rise to my feet, the tiled floor feeling even colder than the mud outside. Tapping a control on the base of my recently vacated chair with her foot Dr Walker causes the entire seat to rise a few inches into the air, powered by an Anti-grav motor, before she pushes it away with a nudge from her hip.

I keep my arms by my sides as she walks around me, muttering to herself so quietly that I can't even make out what she's saying. Would my new lungs show up on the scanner? Surely after all the trouble Mr. X and his department went to hide my communication chip they wouldn't leave such an obvious change so easily detectable, would they?

"Something's not right here," Dr. Walker finally says, looking from her scanner to me with a confused look.

"What's not right?" Without warning a man walks into the lab. Judging by his voice he's the same person that Dr. Walker sent out of the room before. Momentarily forgetting my training—again—I glance over at the entranceway, feeling a lump rise in my throat as I catch sight of him.

I don't know his name. I've always thought of him as Suit-man in my head. If Dr. Walker looks at my sisters and I as if there's something valuable inside us, Suit Man looks at us as if we were hollow. We are trained to not see ourselves as people, but It takes a particularly vicious type of human to see us as less than that.

"Nothing," Dr. Walker says a little too quickly, causing her to wince. "I mean nothing bad," she corrects. "Rose should be sick, but it seems the passive effects of the medication last longer than we expected."



Suit-man nods sagely. "Could this speed up production?"

"I don't know," Dr. Walker says, twisting her fingers together nervously. "I would need to run more tests."

"Very well," he says, "let's keep the subject off of the medication."

"We can't!" Dr. Walker exclaims.

"Excuse me?" Suit-man asks, his voice dangerously quiet.

"Sorry, Sir," Dr. Walker says timidly. "It's just that we don't really know what prolonged deprivation from the balancing agent might do. She could develop symptoms incredibly quickly, she could..." She swallows hard. "She could die Sir."

"The subject's demise would be unfortunate, but ultimately educational," he sighs, placing his hand on Dr. Walker's shoulder. "We've spoken about becoming too attached to the subjects, haven't we Linda?"

Dr. Walker's first name is Linda? She looks up at her boss and nods slowly. "I'm sorry Sir, it's just," she gestures to me, "this is my life's work."

"And no one is prouder of you and what you have achieved than the board of directors." He forces a smile onto his face, which if anything makes him look even less friendly. "We're all relying on you to act professionally. It would be a terrible shame to come so far only to lose your nerve at the last minute, don't you think?" The threat is clear even to me, and I notice the shiver that rattles Dr. Walker.

"Yes, Sir," she says, composing herself, "I understand."

"Excellent!" he says, clapping his hands together. "Now have you been able to ascertain were the subject has been? Are there are any threats we should be aware of?"

"I have only checked her medically so far, Sir." Now it's Dr. Walker who's lying. "But, I will find out."

Why doesn't Suit-man ask me himself? I wonder trying my best to watch the exchange without either of the humans noticing.

"Well, you have a bound with the subject. So the board is willing to adhere to your methods," he says, checking his watch. "We will see what results you can produce."

"Yes, Sir," Dr. walker says, sounding like a Lower Vil responding to her Master. "I'll file my report as soon as possible."

Without another word, Suit-man leaves the room. Doctor Walker watches the door for a long time, before turning back to me. She frowns, and I quickly bow my head.

"I'm not a bad person," she says at last.

"No Miss," I reply quickly. What in the stars is she talking about? Why does she think she's a bad person? Is it because she's not giving me the medicine? But, she's just following her Master's orders. You can't be a bad person if you doing what you're told, everyone knows that.

"Just... Remember that, okay?" The composure she had in Suit-man's presence seems to evaporate, as she places a hand on my upper arm and leads me to the shower cubicle in the corner of the room.

"It looks like you've been playing in the mud," she says softly, faking a smile.

"I'm sorry Miss," I reply, looking down at the mud caking my legs.

She shakes her head. Turning on the water and placing her hand in the stream. There's a long moment of silence between us, and I wonder just what she's thinking.

"Right sweetheart, hop in."

I do so, bracing myself for the cold, but instead find the water to be pleasantly warm. I look up at Dr. Walker wondering if I should tell her of her mistake.

"I care about you, you know that, don't you?" she asks, not making eye contact with me.

"Yes, Miss," I say at once, "you are always very kind to my sisters and me."

She bites her bottom lip. "Is there something you want to tell me Rose?"

"No Miss," I say, grateful for an excuse to look at the floor.

There's a long pause, before Dr. Walker nods. "I need to update my report. I will be back shortly." Without waiting for an answer she turns on her heel, and disappears into the small office attached to the lab.

My heart aches as I watch her go. Would it really be so bad to tell her? Perhaps she can help? Maybe she can give me the medicine Suit-man doesn't want me to have?

She did lie to Suit-man about finding out were I have been after-all. What does that mean?

No, if I ask her for help I put everything at risk. I need to do this on my own. I have to act like a spy in one of Master's movies. Not like a slave who relies on humans to care for her!

Lost in my thoughts, I grab a handful of washing gel form the dispenser, and start to work it into my messy hair.

... ... ...

I'm patting myself dry with a towel by the time that Dr. Walker returns. She seems to have regained some of her old-self at least, and quickly leads me from the room.

She seems to be caught up in her thoughts, as we walk down the corridor. Which gives me a chance to take a good look at each door in turn. Unfortunately none of them say 'Exit', or 'freedom this way'.

"Rose," she says suddenly, "if you remember anything else about what happened to you, any tests or medicines someone might have given you. I want you to call for a warden, and ask to see me, okay?"

"Yes, Miss," I reply politely, wondering what the green and red lights above each door mean.

Dr. Walker is silent until arrive outside a white door. Identical to all the others, except, behind this door are my sisters. The phased window isn't active, so I can't see inside, but something deep in my chest tells me this is the door I stepped out of a mouth ago.

"Well, I guess your sisters will be happy to see you," Dr. Walker says with a forced smile. She withdraws a plastic card hanging from a cord around her neck, and places it on a black panel beside the door. There's a beep, and the door clicks open.

"Welcome home sweetie," she says with a genuine smile, pushing open the door, and gesturing for me to step inside. Head still bowed, I practically dash into the cell. Not an obedient thing to do, but I don't want to risk not seeing my sisters. Though, the sound of the door locking behind me causes me to wince.

I only just have time to notice how much smaller the room seems now, before i'm enveloped in a tight hug, and get a face full of black hair. The sudden embrace nearly causes me to lose my balance, but I right myself quickly, a giggle rising unbidden from my chest.

"Dahlia!" I cry happily.

"You're back!" Dahlia says excitedly, nuzzling my neck. Dahlia's enthusiasm hasn't shrunk, not one little bit. With a purr rumbling in my throat, I look up at my other two sisters, who are both a bit more restrained.

"Welcome back Rose," Thistle says softly, her hands held obediently behind her back.

I do my best to keep my face passive as I greet my brown haired sister. She would not approve of smiles, or grins, or anything else that could be seen as an infringement of the rules.

I wonder how she would react if she knew even half of what my owner has taught me. She thought I was disobedient before I was sold to Master!

My heart flutters as my gaze shifts to Leilani, who stands beside Thistle with a strange look invading her otherwise neutral face.

"We thought you had been sold," Leilani says levelly, absentmindedly tracing a path through the maze like markings on her bare hip. A sudden horrible thought strikes me as I watch her. What if I free my sisters, only for Master to decide he likes their markings more than mine!

I shake my head trying to rid myself of that unpleasant—not to mention distinctly disobedient—chain of thought. Instead, I try and imagine what my sisters would look like wearing clothes. It's such an alien concept that I nearly burst out laughing.

"She still doesn't pay attention," Dahlia observes from somewhere near my throat, her words distorted by her happy purring.

"I was," I say quickly, "I mean, I am." Clearing my throat I continue, "I mean I was sold-" I stop myself as a crushing realisation falls around my shoulders: I can't tell them the truth.

I've known them my entire life—excluding the past month of course—but I can't trust them to keep my secret. They wouldn't tell a Warden to hurt me, but they would tell. Because that's what they are trained to do. It's hard to believe now, but before I met Master I might have done the same thing.

"Who brought you?" Thistle asks, the tiniest hint of excitement in her normally perfectly controlled voice.

"No one brought me," I say, trying my best to sound unhappy. "Some men came and looked at me, but no-one wished to buy me." My mind races as I try and spot any plot holes in my made-up story. Being honest is nowhere near this difficult.

"But," I add quickly, "it was like being sold! The man who took me was my Master. Until he brought me back."

I wish I could tell them about my real master.

"Can we snuggle in bed?" Dahlia asks, apparently not all that interested in where I've been, but I know better. She's curious, but she'll wait until after lights out to speak. My sister feels safer in the darkness.

"It will be lights off soon," Leilani says smoothly.

Thistle nods heading off to the doorless bathroom. With a pang, I realise I can see her ribs poking through her skin as she turns. The same condition is evident with my other two sisters. Leilani gives me a lingering look, before turning and heading to what I recognise as her bed. Though given how much we all share sleeping space, the boundaries of who's bed is who's isn't all that clearly defined. Not like in Master's house.

"Is it really nearly lights off?" I ask Dahlia as I follow her to 'her' bed. I realise I don't have any pyjamas' in this place, and the thought makes me feel momentarily more naked, as if such a thing were possible.

She nods, her silky black hair swishing as she moves. "Everyone has been acting strangely since you left," she says quietly, pulling back the neatly made covers, and climbing into bed. Which is really just a metal frame with a mattress on top. Not even half as wide as Master's bed.

Sitting down beside Dahlia's prone from, I look over at Leilani, who is sitting on her own bed looking fixedly at the wall. I'm not sure in what order we were born, but to me, and I suspect my other sisters, Leilani has always been the oldest. I don't know what I expected coming back here, but it wasn't this. It's almost as if she's angry with me.

For as long as I can remember Leilani has been our leader. Ever since I was little I've looked up to her, literally, she's taller than any of us, and more beautiful. I shake my head wondering if Master would prefer her breasts to mine.

"Strange how?" I reply, gently stroking Dahlia's arm enjoying the contact. It's strange, I love cuddling with my owner, but it's not the same as with my sisters. With Master I feel excited, and nervous at the same time. But with Dahlia, I just feel a deep sense of contentment, Like finding the most comfortable spot in bed when you wake up early in the morning.

"It's hard to explain," my sister says distractedly, purring as I move my fingertips to her neck, and begin to follow a path through her markings at random. "It's like," she pauses, "like they are not themselves anymore. Since you left things have been getting worse and worse."

"But," she says, her purrs nearly drowning out her words, "you're back now! So everything will return to normal!"

There's a series of loud beeps, before the room is plunged into total darkness. I sigh, rubbing my face with my hands. It really isn't that late! Why are we kept out of sync like this? What's the purpose?

"Rose?" Dahlia asks, placing a hand on my back. "Are you going to lie down?"

"I guess—" I just about manage to say, before the rustle of movement beside me causes me to jump. There's a shuffle of cautious feet—the result of a lifetime of stubbed toes—and I hold perfectly still not wanting to become a tripping hazard. Suddenly a weight falls on the bed beside me, and I feel a hand touch my arm as my sister explores in the darkness.

"Hello Thistle," I say softly, as my sister's hand finds my cheek, and she wraps her arms around me.

Her only reply is a happy purr. Which I return as she nuzzles my neck.

"We all missed you," Dahlia says, a touch sadly. "Even Doctor Walker, I think."

I doubt it was me she missed, but the things she changed inside of me. We are her life's work, like she said, losing a quarter of all that work must have been horrible for her.

Slowly, as if working from a single shared thought the three of us lay down, cuddling together in a tangled confusion of limbs. I wonder if Leilani will join us, but she remains on the other side of the room.

My sisters contented purrs soon turn to the gentle breathing of sleep, but I don't feel the least bit tired. Caught in the cage of their arms and legs, I have no choice but to stare at the black ceiling. I sigh, before my Master this would have been the most wonderful thing in the world, but now I just feel trapped. I wish the inspection team were outside the door right now, so I could yell and scream and be back in my owner's arms.

Dahlia shifts beside me wrapping her leg a little tighter around mine. Her cheek pressed against my shoulder. I hope four weeks was long enough for her to learn not to drool in her sleep!

Time ticks on slowly. Like it does when I'm waiting for Master to return form school, but in this dark room it feels even more monotonous.

Beside me Thistle shifts, and I feel her breath against my cheek.

"Rose?" she whispers.

I jump, but manage to avoid yelping. "Yes?" I reply quietly.

"What's it like outside?" my sister asks, deathly quiet.

Instantly forgetting about Dahlia, I roll over imagining I can see the outline of Thistle's familiar face next to me in the darkness. Her small mouth and nose, offset by her large brown eyes, speckled with gold and alive with interest. True, she normally only looks interested like I'm imagining during lessons, but it's how I enjoy picturing her.

"Asking questions is disobedient," I say quietly mimicking her scolding tone of voice. Which each of us—but especially me—has experienced for one infraction or another.

"I'm sorry," she says guiltily, her voice barely audible even in the still room.

My heart twinges in my chest. "You don't have to be sorry," I say quickly, reaching down and taking her hand in mine. I wish I could tell her that despite all the wardens dire warnings not all Masters mind if you ask questions. Some even enjoy it!

I want to tell her that talking to my Master is nearly as easy as talking to her, Instead I answer her question, "It's amazing outside, Thistle. The sky goes on forever, and there's so much to see."

I feel Thistle shiver as she holds my hand a little tighter. "I can't wait until I'm sold," she says excitedly. "You think the man who took you will take me next?"

Not unless Mr. X has a way to bring people back from the dead, which, I suppose, I shouldn't rule out completely. I tell her it's a possibility. I don't like getting her hopes up, it seems cruel, but I don't want to hurt her either. Anyway, if I succeed she won't need someone like Ernie to steal her away. We'll all be free of this place.

We continue to talk in the darkness, and I'm glad I'm so awake as I fabricate a story of dark hover car rides, blindfolds, and gloomy warehouses. An idea stolen straight from one of the movies Master and I watched.

My sister listens quietly as I speak until her purr's fade away, and sleep takes her. The silence settles over me once again, and I snuggle up to Thistle finding comfort against her smooth, warm skin.

Despite being surrounded by people, I suddenly feel very alone. Letting go of Thistle's hand, I reach for the spot just below my ear that will activate the communication chip. I press gently on my jawbone, as Marvin showed me, hoping I can speak quietly enough not to wake my sisters.

I feel my breath catch in my throat as a low single tone plays in my head, no reception. I need to find higher ground! At least that's what Marvin said. But how am I supposed to find higher ground in a windowless cell?

Carefully I wiggle my way out from Dahlia's death grip. Thanking the stars that Thistle doesn't hold on quite so tight, I start to shimmy to the end of the bed.

"R... Rose?" Dahlia mumbles in her sleep, her hand probing my recently vacated patch of mattress. Worried she's going to poke Thistle in the eye I reach out and just about manage to grab her hand.

"Shhh," I say softly, "I need to use the bathroom." Which is only half a lie.

"Are you coming back?" she asks dreamily.

"Of course. Where else would I go?"

"I didn't like it when you went away," she whispers softly.

"Well, we will all be away for each other when we're sold, won't we?" I reply. I always assumed that when I was sold I would somehow end up forgetting my sisters, but even with the most wonderful Master in the world that didn't happen. I missed them, and I'm so happy to see them again. Even if only two-thirds of them are currently speaking to me.

"But that will be okay," Dahlia says with a confidence she has no right to. "Our Master's will tell us not to miss each other, and we won't."

"That's right," I lie soothingly, feeling her hand return to the folds of her stolen blanket.

"Sweet dreams Dahlia," I say softly, patting her thigh.

"Rose you say strange things now," she grumbles, as I hop down off the end of the bed shivering as my feet touch the icy floor.

I cautiously make my way down between the rows of beds heading for the faintly illuminated bathroom. Thinking over what my sister just said. I suppose I must now use words and phrases that I learned from my owner without thinking about it. I need to be more careful in the future. Though, I don't know how I can be careful about something I don't even realise i'm doing!

My toes intact, and my sisters still thankfully asleep, I reach the entrance of the bathroom. There's no door, like there is out in the real world, but it never occurred to me before that there would be one. We grew up together sharing everything. So the idea that this room would be any different never crossed my mind.

Like the rest of our cell, the bathroom is smaller than I remember. In the corner, farthest from the door, is a toilet and sink. Lit so dimly by a green night-light that you can only just see where to sit. The rest of the room is bare, save for a pair of shower heads that protrude from the wall, and their matching drainage grates in the floor. There are no controls for the showers. They get turned on a little after lights on, and it's a very sore bottom indeed for the girl who doesn't manage to wash herself before they get turned off—a lesson I learned more than once.

Looking back over my shoulder, as if expecting to see my sisters watching me in the darkness, I slip into the room heading straight for the metal toilet built into the wall. Find higher ground, I think to myself as I place a foot tentatively on the rim of the toilet. Biting my lip, I push myself up, so that I am balancing between either a sprained ankle or a very wet foot—or maybe both. If Master were here he would be laughing at me.

Standing up as tall as I can, I press gently on the spot just under my ear. My eyes fixed to the bathroom entrance, I wait for someone to respond, but I hear nothing but the low no-connection tone.

I try again. Pushing on the side of my face so hard it hurts.

Nothing.

"Please, please!" I whisper to myself, feeling hot tears start to slide down my cheeks.

My pleas are met with a low soul-crushing tone: No connection.

--- --- ---

Dan

"She should have contacted us by now," I say for what must be the tenth time this hour. I look away from the window and the spectacular sunset beyond. Which, for all its majesty, seems rather hollow without Rose here.

"Give her time," Mr. X says from behind his lavish office desk. Not bothering to look up at me as he guides his engrossed slave through her newly obtained junior electronics kit.



I would like to say this rather adorable effort to indulge Lucy's curiosity was down to me, but I doubt X would ever give me the satisfaction. I've spent the long hours since Rose left hanging out with X and Lucy. Partly because I don't really want to be alone, but mostly because I don't know anyone else here. Unless you count Marvin, and I don't. Stars only know what I would end up implanted with if I spent my time with him.

"Of course," X says with practised casualness, "it might be that she won't be able to communicate with us."

"You think something happened to her?" I ask, starting to pace.

"I think we may have underestimated the compounds determination to keep their secrets hidden. It's possible that your ex is somewhere in the complex thats electromagnetically shielded."

"My ex?" I say, halfway between despair and anger.

"I find it's better to lower expectations," X says. To my surprise Lucy looks up at her Master with what could almost be described as a disapproving frown.

X recoils as if slapped. "I'm sorry," he says quickly. I notice he's not apologising to me. "Rose will be fine, our agent saw her enter the compound a few hours ago."

Lucy considers her Master for a long moment, before nuzzling his neck and returning to her play-set. I watch the two of them for a few minutes of blissful distraction, before my new government issue tablet starts to vibrate against my leg. It's been so long since anybody phoned me that I jump in surprise. I eye the tablet as if it were a snake about to strike, as I pull the sheet of folded glass from my pocket,

"Hello?" I answer, nervously.

"Dan?"

"Claire?"

"Hey!" she says brightly. "I wasn't sure if you would pick up. You haven't been," she finishes accusingly.

"Yeah, sorry, there isn't much of a signal here." I look over at X, hoping he might fill me in on what exactly my fabricated alibi is.

"That makes sense. I never imagined you would be interested in fish farming," Claire says, causing X to grin over the head of his slave. Is he listening into this phone call?

"I had an offer I just couldn't refuse," I reply, glaring at X. Who seems even more pleased with himself than normal, which is saying something.

"Hows Rose?" Claire asks. "We've missed her." I notice there's no mention of missing me. My slave girl makes friends faster than a billionaire in a slum.

"Yeah, she's fine," I say. "She's enjoying the fresh air."

"That's wonderful, tell her we're thinking about her."

I assure her I will. "So what's up?" I ask, knowing that social calls aren't really Claire's thing.

"Oh Dan!" she gasps, as if remembering why she phoned in the first place. "It's great! Some businessman wants to fund us!"

"Excuse me?" I say, moving the tablet away from my ear. Her excitement is sweet, if not a touch loud.

"He got in contact with us out of the blue!" she says in a single breath. "We've met him, and he seems really nice! Dan with the kind of credits he's offering we could afford view screen adds, and staff, and pamphlets delivered to all the other hubs!"

"Woah," I say, my head spinning. "How does he even know about us? It's not like we're on the school weblink." The school has been grudgingly letting us have our club since junior year, only because they couldn't find any rules to stop us.

"I don't know!" she says, breathlessly skipping past these minor details. "Jasper has been handing out pamphlets since you've been away. Maybe he read about us?"

"Well, this is great." I tell her, trying to sound enthusiastic despite my suspicion. To say the timing of this seems off is probably the understatement of the century. "I'll be back in a week or so."

"Ah," Claire says, "well the thing is he wants to meet all of us."

"When?" I ask with a sinking feeling.

"Tomorrow," she answers quietly.

"Tomorrow?" I say, glancing over at X who returns the look impassively.

"In the morning," she confirms before hastily continuing. "See the thing is he's got business in another hub, and he's not sure when he will be back for another chance at a face to face meeting."

"Well, he's not exactly given us much notice." I reply, buying myself some time.

Is this guy for real? My gut tells me no, but what if i'm wrong? We've survived this long on our own pocket money more or less, barely able to afford printing our pamphlets. It's not out of the question that someone with money might be sympathetic towards us. Maybe he has a slave who he loves? That I could relate to. Or perhaps he just has a guilty conscience. It doesn't really matter, as Claire says, we could do so much with the money. We could give more slaves like Rose and Lucy a chance to explore their interests, and lead more comfortable lives.

"Please Dan, we need you," Claire says, interrupting my chain of thought. The desperation in her voice takes me aback. It's way out of character for her.

"Okay," I say, trying not to sound too fatal. "I'll say I have a family emergency or something. Where are we all meeting?"

"Ah."

"What now?" I say, pressing my palm against my forehead.

"Well, the thing is we're all going to be at school," she says apologetically. "But he says he's happy to meet just you, so don't worry."

I groan into the tablet. Of course, since the introduction of ident chips playing truant from school is next to impossible. Unless you happen to have a signal-proof room handy, and even then the school will know your absent, just not whereabouts you're being absent.

"I don't know about this Claire," I say softly.

"Please Dan!" she begs. "I get it's not ideal, but this is everything we've worked for!"

Biting my lip, I look over to X. Hoping he might give me some clue how to proceed. But he's too busy, or at least doing a very good job looking busy, helping Lucy.

"Okay, okay," I relent, "but something feels off about this."

"It will be fine! I promise!" my friend says. "I'll send you the meeting time, and address of the cafe, okay?"

"Sure," I say resigned to my fate. "I'll talk to you later."

Claire says her enthusiastic goodbyes, and hangs up. I've never heard her so excited before, maybe there is something to this guy after all. My redheaded friend is—normally—a very good judge of character.

"I assume you realise that this is most likely a trap Mister Fallow?" X says, not looking up.

"That was a private conversation," I reply, rather pointlessly, as I fall into one of the comfortable chairs facing his desk. I'm surprised to see that Lucy has already managed to get one of the lights working. As with Rose and her art, and Emily's encyclopaedic knowledge of animals, Lower Vil really are worth so much more than their asking price.

"This is a private office," X smirks. "My private office as it happens."

I shrug, "It might not be a trap you know, and we really could do with the money."

"Anything is possible Mister Fallow," he says, kissing his slave's cheek.

"Well, why don't I just take some of your enforcers. Then it won't matter either way."

"There are a few problems with that plan. Firstly if this is indeed a trap set up by the compound, the presence of government forces will rather give the game away." He holds up a finger before I can interrupt, "Secondly, I am not in the habit of putting my people in harm's way when I don't have to. And lastly, I don't have any spare enforces to assign to you."

"What? This place is crawling with your people, and they could go undercover. Plus, who in their right mind would attack an enforcer?" I feel my blood pressure rising.

"This may come as a surprise to you Mister Fallow but not everyone in this building reports to me. Nor should you imagine that I don't myself have a superior." He presses his fingertips together, and looks at me without even a hint of his normal characteristic smirk. "If you want to take this foolish risk it is your prerogative, do you understand?"

I nod slowly. Unfortunately I do understand. Mr. X—or whatever his real name is—gives off an aura of authority, yet I have no idea how much power he really holds. Clearly enough to sneak Rose back into the compound, and to have kidnapped the pair of us in the first place, but perhaps that's where his powers end. Even after spending all this time in his company, I still know next to nothing about him, and any illusion I might have had that we were somehow friends is just that, an illusion.

"Well," I say, a touch lamely, "I suppose I had better go and pack."

With eyes only for his slave X nods, making a gesture with his free hand that's somewhere between a wave goodbye, and a dismissal.

--- --- ---

Rose

A series of loud beeps wake me up with a start, before all at once the ceiling lights switch on with blinding brightness. Without thinking I roll onto my front. I'm so used to the massive bed in Masters bedroom that I don't even realise what i'm doing until there's a yelp, as I roll into something squishy, pushing my sister off of the bed.

"Good Morning Rose," Thistle says from beside me, the tiniest trace of amusement in her voice. Undetectable to anyone who hasn't spent the last nineteen years with her.

"What?" I say, sitting up and rubbing my eyes. It doesn't feel like morning. In fact it doesn't feel like any time at all has passed since I returned from the bathroom last night. I was so sure I would be too caught up thinking about my Master to sleep, but apparently not.

"She said good morning," Dahlia says, emerging from the floor beside the bed and rubbing her bottom. "You fidget a lot now," my sister says, with a hint of accusation.

I nod slowly. "Sorry, used to a bigger bed."

"Didn't you say you slept on the floor?" Thistle asks, sitting on the bed beside me.

I look up at her sharply. Is she trying to catch me in a lie? Does she think i'm capable of lying now? Has one of the wardens told her to find out? I shrug, trying to compose myself.

"If the floor is where you sleep, then the floor is a bed," I say with a forced smile.

Thistle looks at me for a long moment, before getting up and walking towards the bathroom. I watch her go apprehensively, sure that at any moment she's going to turn around and accuse me of lying.

"Are you okay?" Dahlia asks, wrapping her arms around me from behind.

"I didn't get much sleep," I say, glad to be able to answer truthfully. Human's act strangely when they ask each other how they are, because the expected answer is always 'good' or 'fine' even if the humans aren't really 'good' or 'fine' at all. It's like a lie everyone has agreed to tell each other, and if you don't it makes things awkward.

"Are you okay?" I ask, leaning back against her with a comfortable sigh. "I'm sorry I pushed you out of bed."

"Nothing hurts anymore," she says. "You'd better learn not to fidget so much. What if you push your Master out of bed?" She giggles nervously.

I try to imagine what would happen if I did push my Master out of bed, but i'm distracted by Leilani. Who gets out of bed, and disappears into the bathroom without even looking at me.

"We should go and get ready for the showers," Dahlia says, apparently not noticing our sisters animosity. I nod, stretching as I stand up, and wonder just what time it really is.

--- --- ---

With a chill deep in my chest from the shower, I loiter in the entranceway of the bathroom watching Leilani make her bed. I don't think any of my sisters has ever been this openly hostile towards me before. Perhaps it's like the otter mother in Emily's animal show. When the baby otter grows old enough to leave she no longer wants anything to do with the little fuzzball, even if it comes back.

Does she really not want to know me anymore? My other sisters seem happy that I'm back. If only I could ask my Master he would know what to do. Shaking my head, I take a deep breath Master is counting on me to take care of myself! And I won't let him down! Even if approaching Leilani is terrifying.

I take a step forward, but before I can take another there is a loud beep that causes my hand to jump involuntarily to my cheek, before the bedroom door bangs open.

Two wardens in grey overalls stroll into the room. They look familiar, but I don't think I know their names. I gasp as someone kicks me hard in the shin, and I look down quickly. Even if she's not talking to me, Leilani still doesn't want me to get into trouble for not bowing my head.

"Right, Girlies!" the older of the two wardens says, his voice echoing around the cold room. "We're going to medical. Line up!"

Thankfully, some of my training is so ingrained that even a few weeks with my Master can't erase it. I quickly fall into line between Dahlia and Thistle. My eyes glued to the floor.

"Damn Red's looking good." I hear from somewhere in front of me, as the other warden pipes up in a whiny voice. I have to force myself not to look up. Before I would have loved the affirmation that I was attractive, it meant I was more likely to please my perspective owner, but I have a Master now. And I don't want anyone but him thinking I look good.

"You'll keep your hands to yourself, if you know what's good for you," The first warden replies. "Right, follow, three paces back, heads down, arms crossed."

My heart starts to race as I follow Dahlia from the room. What if they aren't taking us to Dr. Walker's lab at all, but another medical room somewhere in the compound? Somewhere where the inspection team won't visit?

What if this is all a front so they can integrate me? Like I've seen the bad guys do in Master's spy movies? That's why they are bringing my sisters along, so they can be used as leverage against me! To force me to reveal why I'm back in the compound! What if they hurt one of my sisters! I swallow a whimper, I need a way out of this; an escape plan.

I look around as carefully as I can, as we move quietly down the corridor. I can't hear any sounds coming from the doors we pass, but the Warden's heavy boots hitting the floor make so much noise that listening out is almost pointless. I try to absorb as much information as I can, but there really isn't much more to see than I saw last night. The walls are a uniform grey that matches the floor, all the doors are the same brilliant white colour. There aren't even any markings on the walls!

I know Dr Walker's lab is at the end of the corridor, and I know there's no way out there. Any of these other doors could be an escape route, but I have no idea which one. And even if I did know which door lead out, it would definitely be locked.

"Eyes down slave!" a voice booms from behind me. I curse under my breath, dropping my eyes to the floor. With an entire mountain of worries on my mind I don't notice the order to stop. Not until I bump into Dahlia's back.

A gloved hand grabs my upper arm pushing me back into my proper place. "Did they return your brain along with you girl?" the older warden, who is sorter and bulkier than is lanky colleague, snarls, spraying my cheek with a fine mist of spit.

"Sir?" I say. The correct response to a question that has no acceptable answer.

"Don't you sir me! You where a useless waste of space before you left, and somehow you've managed to get worse!" I stare at my feet, his words echoing in my mind, and bringing back savage memories of feeling like the worse, most disobedient, girl in the entire world.

"Well, little one, assuming the doctor doesn't dissect you. And trust me, if she did I would pay for a front row seat. I'm going to be watching you. Just waiting for you to give me an excuse to drag your scrawny little arse down to the punishment cell," the glee in his voice makes me feel sick, "I doubt i'll have to wait long." I'm no stranger to punishment, but some Warden's treat it like a chore to be gotten over with. While others, like this one, actively enjoy hurting us.

But there is nothing I can do. Other than to say, "Yes sir," in a clear voice.

"Can we get a move on?" The other warden complains. "The sooner this lot are with the doc'. The sooner we can eat."

"Jones, is food the only thing you ever think about?"

"Food and pussy," Jones confirms, letting out a low whistle, a signal for us to start moving again.

--- --- ---

Dr. Walker makes a 'hmm' sound, moving her scanning probe over my chest. I hope my sisters don't become suspicious of how much longer my examination is taking compared to their cheek ups. I can make a good guess at why Dr. Walker is so interested in my chest, but she doesn't say anything. She just continues to make her humming noise.

Peering at the collection of syringes on her little metal rolling table, I consider trying to steal one. A sudden memory of coughing up blood driving my devious thoughts. But, even if I could take a syringe without Dr. Walker noticing—which is unlikely—I have no way of getting it back to our cell, or hiding it, or even how to use it.

The doctor catches me looking and frowns. I quickly return my eyes to the floor, but the damage is done. She makes to say something, but stops herself. With a sigh she puts her probe away, and stands up. "Go and wait in the corridor with your sisters Rose," she says. "I'll lock up and take you back to your room."

"Yes, Miss" I reply, remembering to keep my eyes on the floor this time, before getting to my feet,

Looking one last time at the syringes on the table, I join my sisters in the hallway. Giving Dahlia a smile that's met with a look of concern, I take my place in line. At least with Dr. Walker taking us back to our cell I'll have another chance to find the way out of here.

"Right ladies," the doctor says with forced brightness, shutting the door of the lab behind her. "Let's get you back to your room. Lead on, Leilani."

Wishing our escort wasn't fallowing behind us, I keep my head down. Only daring to look up slightly once we have hit a steady stride. The corridor is as frustratingly uniform as it was before. Though, I don't really know why I expected that to change.

Suddenly there is a beep, followed by a clunk, and the door right beside us opens revealing the two wardens, and more importantly, a set of stairs leading up and out of sight. This is it, the way out!

Abandoning caution completely, I look up and down the corridor. Quickly counting the doors that separate the lab from this mysterious staircase. Four down, four down, I repeat to myself, determined not to forget.

A large gloved hand closes around my jaw forcing me to look eye to eye with a very angry Warden. I whimper in pain as he crushes my cheeks together.

"Eyes. Down. Slave," he growls, relishing each word.

"Unless you are willing to explain how that subject's jaw was broken, I suggest you let go," Dr. Walker says, not quite able to keep the concern from her voice.

"Sure thing, Doctor," the warden says, pretending to have only just noticed her presence. Releasing my jaw, he pushes me back into line. I keep my eyes fixed to the floor, as I do my best to hide the trembling that runs through my rebellious body.

"We wouldn't want any nasty little accidents would we?" he says, his put-on voice horribly sweet.

"No, that is why we have strict procedures. I take it you will be sticking to them when you punish her?" Dr. Walker replies coldly.

"Oh yes ma'am, to the letter."

"I'll take the girls back to their room," the doctor says softly, and I feel her fingertips brush my arm. "Come on girls."

I turn to follow my sisters, not in and of itself a disobedient act, but one I know is hopeless.

"Not you little one," the warden sneers, "you come with us."

I stay still as my sisters move around me. They don't say anything—of course—but I can feel the sympathy radiating from Dahlia as she passes. I turn and follow the Wardens to a room I know only too well: the punishment cell.

I can't help but shiver as I step through the door. Which, I take the time to note, is six doors down from the lab. Unlike our bare sleeping cell or the ultra clean medical lab, this room is a messy arrangement of shelves and coat-pegs piled with whips, belts, and paddles. There's even a large umbrella stand in the corner of the room filled with canes.



"You should know the drill by now Red," the Warden says, gesturing to the thick wooden table in the centre of the room.

He's right, I'm well aware of what's expected of me in this room. Fighting down my nerves I cross to the table in three brisk steps—it would not be wise to dither in this room. Reaching the table, I lean forward so that my chest is pressed against the wood, and my toes are only just touching the floor.

The weedy Warden, Jones, wastes no time in securing my ankles to the base of the table legs, and my wrists to shackles in front of me. He pulls the cords holding me tight, forcing my stomach flat against the tabletop and my ankles apart leaving me completely exposed. Closing my eyes I try and realign my thoughts as this strange new feeling of humiliation hits me. I don't care about being naked I tell myself, or at least I've never cared before. But this feels different, bad in a way I can't explain.

Maybe if I manage to get out of here I can ask my owner why I feel this way.

"Stars be damned she has a sweet looking pussy," Jones says, walking back around from the front of the table.

"I told you. Look, but don't even think about touching."

"But why?" Jones whines. "It's not like there's any cameras in here."

"And when they ask Red here if someone touched her secret place?"

"Then it's her word against mine," warden Jones says, moving closer to my raised behind.

"Exactly," the older Warden says knowingly, "and this cunt is incapable of lying." As if needing to confirm who he's talking about he slaps the back of my thigh. The sudden pain is enough to shock a yelp out of me.

"Ha, you've gone soft on us Red," he says, rubbing the area where he hit me almost tenderly. "You're going to take a lot more of this tonight, and I don't want a headache. So you better keep your mouth shut unless you really want something to yell about."

"Yes, sir," I say obediently, bracing myself for more pain. Even as something he said clicks in my head: tonight. He said tonight. Which makes no sense, because it's morning. I try and wrap my head around the inconstancy.

"Want me to warm her up?" Jones asks casually.

"Go ahead," the older man says. "I prefer finishing them off."

Moving to stand beside me, Jones place his sweaty palm against the small of my back, before starting to rhythmically spank me. He moves from one cheek to the other, starting from just above my tailbone, he works his way down my bottom letting the pain build progressively.

I let out a small sigh of relief, hoping neither men notice. This is how I'm used to being punished, clinically with a businesslike efficiency. It's not precisely fun, or even enjoyable as it would be with my Master. But it's something I can deal with, and it leaves my head clear to deal with other matters.

Like what time it really is. The only reason I think it's morning is because I've only just woken up, I reason like a detective in one of Master's shows. There are no windows to see if it's night or day outside so it would be easy enough to fool us. But still, I don't understand why the Wardens would confuse time like this.

"How come," Jones says, having to raise his voice above the sound of his hand slapping against my flesh, "they don't have cameras down here?"

"Use your head boy," the older Warden grunts. "You really think they are going to leave any evidence like that laying around? I've worked for some paranoid people before, but these guys are like a whole new level."

Despite the relentless assault against my rapidly warming bum, I listen closely. I've heard snippets of talk like this before, but never paid too much attention. I was normally focused on what Leilani was going to say once I was sent back to our cell.

"You know, even the plumbing and power lines for this place are separate from the rest of the building, so no maintenance people stumble on a pipe or a cable and wonder where it goes."

"Holy shit. They are going to lose their minds when that inspection team rolls through," Jones says, momentarily forgetting to spank me.

"It's tense yeah, but it's no big deal really." I hear the sound of canes being moved around in the umbrella stand—not a noise that most people would recognise—but it registers with me at once. "We run a skeleton crew, just keep things ticking over nice and quite until we get the all clear."

"Sweet," Jones says, his fingertips brushing against my exposed pussy for a fraction of a second as he moves away, "I might get the day off."

For the second time this morning, or tonight as I remind myself, something clicks in my head. The inspection team will come during the day when me and my sisters are asleep. Great, not only do I have to escape a locked cell, I'm going to have to do it in the dark!

There's a loud swish, then all thought of escape evaporates from my mind. I jerk against the restraints which bite into my wrists and ankles, as the cane leaves a line of molten lava across my already burning behind.

"Stars I love my job!" the old Warden booms, stamping three more agonising cane marks into my bottom. I clamp my hands into fists pushing my fingernails into my palm, as tears sting my eyes.

"We still on for tomorrow?" Jones asks, timing his words to fit in between cane strikes, and my accompanying scream of pain.

"Oh hell yeah, got nothing but time now don't I?" With a growl he attacks the back of my thighs. "Fucking bitch," he mutters, clearly enraged.

"Why not get a slave man?" his partner asks, ignoring my gasping breaths, as my punisher draws blood.

"Think I have money for that?" he snarls. "That bitch took everything!" His final rage filled swing against my bum snaps the cane in two and reduces me to a sobbing mess. My whole world becoming nothing but pain.

Without a word Jones crosses over to me, and unbuckles my hands.

"I'm not done with her."

"Yeah, you are." Jones says, with more confidence than his weedy voice is really able to supply. "Stars man, she's a mess."

I hear the sound of the cane being thrown to the ground, before with a swish the door opens and closes. Behind me Jones sighs, bending down to undo the leg cuffs.

I feel his hot breath on my leg as he loudly sniffs my exposed privates. "Fuck you have a sweet pussy Red. One day I'm going to get me a girl as sweet as you, and I'm gunna fuck her 'til her cunts as red as her hair."

Shaking all over, I stand up. "Yes, sir," I say, before my legs give out and I fall against him.

"Fuck sake..." He groans, taking my weight and leading me to the door. He grabs a white paper package from a shelf, before holding the plastic card he wears around his neck to the door scanner.

With a beep the door swings open, and I'm lead shakily down the corridor. "Thank you for stopping him, Sir," I say meekly.

Jones looks at me with a start, blowing his greasy hair out of his face. "I didn't do it for you, cunt."

Without saying another word he leads me back to my cell, opening the door with his plastic card as he did before. The first thing I notice as I'm lead into the room is my sisters standing by their beds. I don't know if they have been waiting by their beds for my return, or if they moved into place quickly when they heard the beep from the door.

I glance at each of them, unsurprised to find that Leilani won't meet my eye. Thistle meets my eye for a moment before looking away. I'll be getting a detailed description from her of all the rules I broke later, and why I deserve my punishment. Some things never change.

Thankfully Dahlia doesn't seem to have given up on me. She peeks out at me from under her black hair, trying to hide her worry.

"You," Jones says, pushing me towards Dahlia. Who, to her credit, manages to stop me falling, while at the same time maintaining a respectable stand to attention.

"Clean her up," the warden says, passing Dahlia the white paper packet.

"Yes, sir," my sister says brightly.

Jones gives me another long look, an unreadable expression on his face. I meet his gaze, before quickly looking down. Shaking his head he turns away.

I watch him use his card once again to open the door, before he's leaves without looking back. The room is silent. Still shaking, I look at Dahlia who with a grim look on her face lowers me onto her bed so that i'm laying on my front.

"You were punished a lot," my sister says, tearing open the paper packet, and pulling out a small bottle of a clear solution and some fabric sponges.

"You don't say," I reply, not bothering to hide my anger.

"Rose!" Dahlia gasps, leaning over me so that her mouth is close to my ear. "You need to stop being so naughty! You have to be a good girl! Or they are going to punish you again."

"I agree," I moan, stretching my sore arms out in front of me. I wish I was talking to my Master. I wouldn't have to watch what I said around him, or hide how I felt. I could be myself.

"Good!" She says, pressing the cold pad against my leg and wincing at my hiss of pain.

"Don't worry, I'll help you!" my sister says happily. "We can practice keeping our heads down and not crashing into each other when we walk!"

"Dahlia—" I start, but a racking cough interrupts me. There is no blood, no pain in my throat or my chest. But I know deep down this is the same cough as before. Stars! I thought I had more time than this! I thought I had at least a week! It's barely been a day!

My heart races in my chest. What do I do? Will Suit-man really let me die? Master said I was valuable to the people here, but Dr. Walker hasn't given me any medicine. And if I wait, if I don't act now, I might be too sick to escape when I need to.

"I need your help," I reply quietly, "but not with how to walk..." I need to phase what I'm about to say very carefully, otherwise my sister is going to either faint with shock, or worse start yelling for a Warden.

"Dahlia," I say, looking up at her, "I need you to help me steal one of the Warden's keycards."
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Rose

"Ouch!" I yelp, as Dahlia presses the damp cloth against my burning behind without any of her normal gentleness.

Thistle and Leilani look up from whatever it is they are doing at the sudden sound, but don't comment.

"Rose," Dahlia whispers frantically, "you can't steal from a Warden! You're not allowed!"

Given the circumstances she's reacting better than I would have expected. If one of my sisters had asked me to help her steal something from a Warden, I would have—as my owner would say—freaked out. At least she's not stated yelling for a Warden, yet.

"It's okay," I say, trying to sound soothing, as I reach back to grab her wrist, preventing her from applying any more pressure to my injured behind.

"It's not okay!" she whispers harshly. "None of this is okay!"

"I need that card," I say. "I don't have a choice in this."

"Yes you do! Chose to be a good girl!"

"Come here," I say softly, gesturing to the space on the bed beside me.

"But I'm meant to clean your cane marks," my sister says, sounding lost.

"It doesn't matter," I reply. Which is true. Unless I can escape soon the lack of medicine will kill me before any infection I might get from my caned bottom.

Dahlia lays down beside me, her emerald eyes, darker than mine, set with worry.

I throw the blanket over our heads, making a sort of cocoon for the two of us. The threadbare material does little to keep out the light, but it should muffle our whispers allowing us to talk without my other sisters hearing—despite the fact that they seem to have no interest in talking to me anyway.

"Rose, whoever took you, did they hurt your head?" my sister asks, reaching out and brushing my temple, as if she might be able to feel some injury there.

"No," I reply, feeling a smile pull at my lips, "but they taught me to see the world in a new way; like a free girl," I say, trying to keep the pride from my voice. Saying words like 'free' could be as dangerous as talking about stealing from the Wardens around my sister.

Dahlia frowns, "Like a free girl? But you're not a free girl! You're a slave!" she says, stroking my cheek tenderly.

"I want to tell you everything," I reply softly, stroking my sisters cheek in return. "But if I do, you will have to keep it secret, even from the Warden's. Can you do that?"

I feel a touch of guilt for laying this all on Dahlia so suddenly. I can only imagine what my reaction might have been if our roles were reversed, but I can't let up now. I need to get back to my Master, and I can't do that alone.

"I can't keep the secret if they ask me to tell it," she says, choosing her words carefully, "but I won't tell them, unless I have to."

I sigh in relief. It's not a complete promise of secrecy, but I didn't expect one. This is enough. I'm so lucky that Dahlia and I are so close. Having a best friend is, of course, against the rules here. But, in the real world, it would be the best way to describe our relationship.

I don't think I could go to the other girls a secret like this.

Thistle would report me at once. She's not mean, just determined to be the very model of obedience. Not that I don't try to be a good girl. I just find reigning in my curiosity much harder than she does, and my time with Master has not improved matters.

Leilani might hear me out, but her primary concern is for the wellbeing of us all. If she thought I was a danger to the group—and given what I plan to do, she would definitely think I was dangerous—she would do whatever she had to do, to keep my other sisters safe. Even if it meant losing me.

Brushing a strand of Dahlia's black hair out of her face, like Master does with my hair, I wonder if these realisations about the nature of my siblings means I love them any less. It's not even something I need to think about. I will always love them, no matter what. That knowledge at least gives me something to smile about.

"You're smiling," Dahlia says shakily.

I nod slowly, offering no explanation. Dahlia isn't like my other sisters. She's obedient, of course, but where Thistle yearns to be the most well behaved girl in the compound. Dahlia obeys because she's terrified of punishment. Of all my sisters she is the most sensitive to spankings. It's like she feels more pain than the rest of us.

But, despite her fear of punishment, Dahlia looks after us all. She isn't like Leilani, who will try and help practically, assisting us with lessons and explaining why we were punished. Dahlia helps by being here. She is always the one who will cuddle with us after a punishment. Protecting us the best way she knows how.

"You seem so different now," my sister continues, "it's scary."

I grimace, "I'm still Rose."

She nods slowly, "You smile more now, that's a good thing," she pauses, "I think."

"You can keep my secret?" I ask again, needing to be sure.

"I will," She says softly, "but I won't lie!"

"Okay then," I reply, suddenly feeling nervous. This could be a massive mistake. Telling Dahlia anything could get me killed. It could get her killed.

Wincing I shift onto my side. The marks from my punishment still burn, and I doubt I will be able to sit down or lie in my back for a while. Master will be angry. Not because my skin is damaged, but because they hurt me—he's strange like that. I take comfort in the thought, as I wonder how exactly to start my story.

Dahlia watches me closely, her eyes wide. She reminds me of a rabbit I saw in one of Emily's shows. It was being hunted by a hawk and kept looking around frantically, before bolting away in random directions. Not that it did the poor bunny much good in the end.

Afraid she might go all rabbity and start darting around the room, I try and put myself in her shoes. Which is a silly expression, because I don't think any of my sisters have ever worn shoes. But it's something Master said and I think I understand the meaning, even if in this case it doesn't make much sense.

Dahlia lives in another world, one I used to live in before I was brought to my Master. I remember the constant fear of being punished, and of trying so hard to be a good girl, while all the time feeling like a constant failure. I used to think that was what life would always be like, but I was wrong. My sister's need to learn they are wrong as well, even if it's painful.

"Dahlia, they are never going to sell us," I say quickly. "You're never going to have an owner."

She doesn't look so afraid anymore, instead she looks like someone just slapped her.

"Rose, that's a horrible thing to say!" she gasps.

"I'm not saying it to be horrible. I'm saying it because it's true," I shake my head. "Look, I'm going to tell you what happened to me, all of it. Then you can decide what you will do."

Taking a deep gulp of air, I start to tell her about life with my wonderful Master. I leave out as much detail as I can, because, I realise, the Warden's knowing this won't just get me in trouble. It will get my owner in trouble as well!

--- --- ---

Dan

I wait anxiously, as the train pulls to an agonisingly slow halt. Before the whole train slides smoothly sideways against the platform. The doors open with a hiss, and the sounds of a packed central station assault my ears. Despite taking a prime seat by the door, I hesitate before stepping out. Which doesn't seem to concern the people behind me, as they push their way out onto the gleaming white platform.

Not for the first time since I got on the train I wonder how Rose is getting on. The inspection is supposed to happen in two days time, which simultaneously feels far to soon, and far to far away. There's been no word from her, or, if there has, X hasn't felt it necessary to tell me. Having that suited pompous prick out of my life is going to be nearly as sweet as having Rose back.

Though, I will miss Lucy.

I keep my head down, as I walk through the station. I take the stairs down to the ground floor. I don't want to be stuck in a lift with anyone who realises I should be in school. Even if my Ident chip has been modified to avert suspicion, there is no hack to counter curiosity. Hell, nineteen years of slave training couldn't dull Rose's.

Finally making it to the ground floor, and only a little out of breath, I tuck into the protected niche from which I have given out so many leaflets. Surreptitiously, I rub the pins and needles from my right hand. I hope the taser implant isn't malfunctioning. Being electrocuted out of nowhere in a busy station is bound to blow my cover.

With a little more feeling in my hand, I head for the exit. A huge cargo freighter takes to the sky as I walk by, leaving only scattered leaves and turned up collars in its wake.

--- --- ---

Rose

"You really just ask him questions like that?" Dahlia says in awe, her eyes sparkling. She is equal parts horrified and amazed by what's happened to me, and the simple act of talking about my wonderful Master has made me feel much better.

I nod, "Master likes it when I ask questions!" I can barely hide the excitement from my voice.

"He doesn't sound like a real Master at all," Dahlia says. "He taught you to lie."

"Not revealing your owners secrets is one of the Overriding Edicts," I counter.

"But that isn't the same as lying," Dahlia protests.

"Why?" I ask. I don't really understand how there's much of a difference between keeping a secret, and not telling the truth. Either way, if you don't answer honestly, or withhold important information, that is the same as a lie. We spent a lot of time when we were younger learning what a lie was.

"Because..." My sister falters. "I don't know. But why do you need to be the one to help us leave? Why can't your Master, or another Human, do it?"

I notice my sister doesn't use the word escape, even after hearing what they have planned for us here. She still thinks it's where she should be. But I know Dahlia. Taking her babies away from her will hurt her in ways she doesn't understand—not yet.

What about the girls who are breed here? Like my mother. Do they care when their babies are taken away? Do they wonder what their offspring are doing? Or how we are doing? I never considered these questions until I met Master and his family.

"Because no Human can get inside like I can," I say softly, remembering what Mr. X said. "And I can do this, Master says I can do anything if I put my mind to it."

"You can't fly," Dahlia replies, absentmindedly tracing paths in the markings on my neck.

I feel myself purring, the vibrations rippling painfully though my cane marks. "It's a Human saying," I tell her, "they don't always make sense. It means I can act like a Human."

"He still doesn't sound real," my sister says. "None of the Masters in books act like yours."

"He is a real Master!" I say defensively. "He's my Master!"

Dahlia's looks down, easily scolded.

"You can meet him," I say apologetically. "He can find you a Master or a Mistress, but only if I can escape. Only if you help me," I pause to let me words sink in. "I need you Dahlia."

My sister frowns. "I can't make a choice like this," she whispers.

"You have to," I say, feeling cruel. Once, Master and I watched a really gross movie. In it, a deep space miner got caught up in his ships machinery while working alone very far from any help. To escape he used a plasma torch to cut off his own arm.

At the time I couldn't understand how anyone could do that to themselves. My owner told me that sometimes when a human was desperate enough they would do anything to escape. I remember thinking that a human might, but a Lower Vil would never behave like that. Except now I know that's not true. I will do anything to get out of here.

"I'm going to read for a little while," Dahlia says, not meeting my gaze.

"Okay," I whisper, not sure what else to say. I doubt I will know if Dahlia will vouch for me, until I need her to.

The waft of recycled air that hits my face as Dahlia pulls away the blanket makes me realise just how long we've been hidden. I watch as my sister slides out of bed and walks away. I wonder, for a brief moment, if my Master would prefer her bum or mine.

Rolling onto my front, I watch her select one of the four books in our cell. Two of them are training texts, explaining commands and the correct positions to take when told. Another is what Master would call a horror story, about a girl who is very disobedient and ends in a windowless cell, where her Master uses her as a toilet for the rest of her life. Unsurprisingly that book is the least worn of our collection, even though all of us have read it multiple times.

The last book is about a girl who falls from a transport truck and gets lost in the woods. Before she finds her Master and proves just want a good girl she is. That story also has a part where the girl is used as a toilet, but it's to please her Owner and not as punishment. So it's okay. I'm not surprised that this is the book Dahlia selects.

I glance over at my other Sisters, who are cuddled together on Leilani's bed. I can't see if they are talking or not. With a sigh, I pull the covers back over myself, wincing as the soft fabric brushes against my cane marks.

Despite the pain, I find myself drifting off to sleep.

--- --- ---

I wake up with a start feeling the wave of nausea just as it peeks. I sprinting to the bathroom just in time. My stomach aches, as I noisily expel what feels like every meal I have ever had with my Master, leaving a rancid taste in my mouth.

Shaking all over I collapse onto the floor. Only to spring back up again, as my bruised and cut behind touches the cold tiles. Utterly defeated I fall against the toilet, trying to ignore the smell. I hate being sick.

It takes me a long time to get my breathing back under control, and for my head to stop spinning. I hear someone enter the room, but can't find the strength to move my head enough to see who. Well, whoever it is will just have to step over me to pee. I'm not moving.

I jump as a hand falls across my forehead. "You're running a temperature," Leilani says, her tone hard to read.

"Amongst other things," I groan.

"Don't answer back," my sister scolds, passing me a bottle of water, which I chug down with a thirst I didn't know I had.

"Thanks," I say, wiping my mouth with the back of my hand and flushing the toilet.

"You missed lunch."

I grimace, "Might have been just as well."

"You never used to talk like this," my sister says coldly, I'm not sure if it's an observation or an accusation.

"I'm sorry," I say, though I don't feel sorry. "I didn't sleep last night, and being punished really took it out of me."

I curse my automatic reaction to explain myself. Leilani has barely even looked at me since I've been back. We don't—or at least we didn't—have a relationship like Master and his sister, we don't snap at each other or fight. But something's changed now. I just wish I understood what.

"You shouldn't stay here," my sister says, a little more gently.

If only she knew how hard I am working not to stay here. Nonetheless, I take her hand and allow my oldest sister to pull me shakily to my feet. My head still spins, but it isn't nearly as bad as it was just moments ago.

In silence we pad quietly back to the main room. There's a tray of bland looking food next to my bed, which I'm lucky not to have knocked over in my haste. Despite having had nothing to eat since yesterday just looking at the tray makes me feel queasy.

Dahlia looks up at me from her own bed, offering a small smile before returning to her now nearly finished book. Thistle looks up at us from her bed as well, but takes no notice. She seems to be sitting in an uncomfortable looking position, so perhaps she is practicing being restrained.

"It's nearly teatime," my sister says. There are no clocks on the walls, but spend long enough here and you get a sense of time—enough to predict meal times anyway. Pushing her blonde hair from her face Leilani helps me climb onto my front into bed.

"I'm not hungry," I say at once.

"You're going to get in trouble for not eating your lunch," Leilani scolds. "You don't want to make it worse do you?"

"You and the others should share my lunch," I say, glancing at the ribs visible under my sisters pale skin.

"We don't need it."

"Yes, you do, I can see your bones Leilani, that isn't right."

"If something was wrong with us Dr. Walker would do something. It isn't up to you," Leilani replies, kneeling beside my bed so my head is level with her ample chest. I bet my Owner would like this view.

"Something has happened to you," she continues, "it's like you're a whole new person."

"I've changed?" I answer grumpily, my head starting to spin again. "You didn't even want to look at me until just now."

I watch the normally passive expression on my sisters face shift into one of regret. Not able to meet my gaze she stares at the floor in front of her.

I reach out and brush her hair. "What's wrong?" I ask, suddenly feeling very separate from my sisters. My leaving is the biggest thing that has happened to us in nineteen years. Is it any wonder that it has affected them as much as it has me?

"Oh Rose," Leilani whispers. "I just," she pauses, "I just thought you had found a Master, and I thought," she continues quickly, "that at least one of us would have an owner. Because I don't think we're ever going to be sold."

I look at her with my mouth open, before quickly closing it. I've never heard doubt from Leilani before. She's the one who tells us that things will be alright. I didn't know she thought like this.

But, this would explain why Dahlia thought my other sister's were acting strangely. They thought they were going to be sold when I was, and now they have slowly started to see the truth. That's there's no owner in their future. That all the training and their obedience were for nothing.

Maybe that's why Dahlia was so willing—for a slave—to keep my secret.

I nod slowly. "We will," I try and smile, the feeling of giving reassurance to our unelected leader is very strange. "The Wardens are just waiting to find us perfect Masters or Mistresses."

"What did you and Dahlia talk about?" Leilani asks, looking at me intensely.

"What it was like outside," I say quickly, happy to not have to tell a complete lie.

"Will you tell me?" My sister asks, sitting on the floor and resting her head on my pillow.

I nod slowly. My stomach has started to ache, and I have the uneasy feeling I'm going to be throwing up again soon. Nevertheless, I press on, telling my sister about how blue the sky is, and how wonderfully green trees are. The memories helping to keep me distracted.

--- --- ---

Dan

Waiting at a traffic crossing, I wish I had thought to bring some warmer clothes. It's supposed to be summer. Then again the weather here has always been unpredictable, an aftereffect of the bomb, or so I've been told.

The café, where I'm meant to be meeting our supposed benefactor, is in a part of the hub I'm not familiar with. Still, I have the map feed open on my tablet and it's not far now, which I'm thankful for. I just hope our meeting is a quick one, so I can get back to worrying about Rose in peace.

The light turns green, and a 'Safe to cross' notice pops up on my tablet, as it does for everyone in range waiting to cross with their heads buried in their gadgets. The warm air displaced by the waiting Anti-grav cars playing around my ankles reminds me of the last time I was in the city, picking up Rose's collar.



Reaching into my jeans pocket to make sure the leather band is still there, I hurry on down one of the busy shopping streets. Signs protrude from the walls at right angles, each one trying to push past it's neighbour for a more prominent spot. Some have even done away with being attached to the wall all together, and hang in the air on micro Anti-grav drives.

I'm so focused on trying to find the sign for the café that I walk into what feels like a wall, but turns out to be a person.

"Sorry," I say quickly, looking up.

"Oh fuck," I groan, as something cold and round is pushed into the small of my back from behind.

"That's right," A cool voice says, his breath hot on my ear. "You're going to come with us nice and slow like. Otherwise you're going to have a little accident."

My mind races as I look up at Vin. The half rhino, half monkey who pulled me into an SUV the last time we met. It doesn't take much deduction to work out that the guy currently behind me was the driver that day.

What the hell do they want with me? Rose is back at the compound so it can't be her. I mean, maybe they don't know she's back, and they think they can extort her location from me. Well, that's not happening.

"I take it you no longer wish to fund the Western Hub Anti-Slavery society?" I ask the big one, trying to buy myself some time to come up with a way to escape.

I have no idea how either of these two managed to get a gun. If, indeed, what is poking me in the small of the back even is a firearm. There's no way to tell, and calling their bluff could end very badly for me.

I could try and draw some attention from passes by, but there's no way of doing that without alerting my kidnappers. Who have positioned themselves so that, from the outside, it looks like we are a group of friends just chatting.

"Stars, I can't believe you fell for that," the man with a gun to my back says with glee.

"Me either," I say, trying to sound more relaxed than I feel. Stars, I'm going to have to ask Rose to teach me to hide my emotions if being kidnapped is going to become a regular part of my life.

"Ha, he's funny!" Vin says with a strange sort of snorting laugh. "Funny guys are fun. Especially when you stop them laughing!"

I flex my knuckles, considering my third option for escape. If I activate the taser in my hand I'm fairly sure I could get the guy behind me. But I don't know if I could outrun Vin. Who could break my neck with his bare hands if he really wanted to, and I have the feeling that it is the kind of thing he would really want to do.

On top of that, isn't there something about electric shocks causing people to clench? Not ideal if someones finger is on the trigger of a gun at the time. No, I need to channel Rose here. Act like I'm going along with them, and find a way out when a moment arises.

"So, how can I help you?" I ask.

"You're going to come for a little walk with us," the man behind me says.

"You guys remember what I said last time? About not telling you anything, and having an extremely low pain tolerance, right?" I feel my hand shake as I let my mouth fly. This whole situation is terrifying, but the adrenaline rush from my faux-confidence is helping to keep the fear at bay.

I didn't notice before, but my assailants stoped me perfectly adjacent to an ally. Vin gives me a nasty look, before his friend gives me a hard push in that direction. Taking the hint I start to walk, keeping pace with Vin.

"We remember," the big man grunts, "but, we're not so worried. You'll tell us what we want to know. That I can guarantee."

"Careful now, Vinnie," the armed man warns. "Wouldn't want to go ruining the surprise now, would we?"

I risk a glance over my shoulder, but a stout poke in the back soon has me facing forward again as the noise of the crowded street slowly fades away. Fuck, I can't die like this. The smugness from X would follow me into the afterlife.

I need a way out.

--- --- ---

Rose

There a loud beep that causes Leilani and me to jump. My sister leaps to her knees. While I do my best to sit up, before stumbling out of bed and onto my own knees. I swallow down the bile that rises in my throat, as the two wardens walk into the room with a tray in each hand.

"So you coming or not?" Jones asks, his voice eager.

"I dunno," the older Warden replies, placing one tray in front of Dahlia's and picking up her spotlessly clean tray from lunch. "They're going to move that inspection forward, do it as a surprise a day early."

"I thought that was just a rumour?" the younger man, Jones, says eyeing Thistle's breasts as he puts her tea down in front of her.

"Nah, spoke to the bossman. He says it's happening tomorrow," The old warden replies, before continuing, "Don't know whose working yet though."

Have the Wardens always done this? Acted like they were in an empty room when they were around us? They must have done, but I never noticed it before. Perhaps that's why they feel so confident about doing it now. But the jokes on them—assuming i'm using that phrase correctly—they have just told me everything I need to know.

"Should I ring though?" Jones asks, stepping over to me and Leilani, followed by his red faced colleague. "Show a bit of initiative."

"You're not payed to show initiative," Red-face snaps. "You're payed to do what your told."

With a grunt he kneels in front of me, pushing a finger against my burning forehead until I look up at his face. "Fuck Red, I don't think you're long for this world."

"Should we call Dr. Walker?" Jones asks, sounding worried as he places a tray in front of my sister. "She hasn't eaten."

"It's just a temperature, isn't it Red?"

"I also feel sick, Sir," I say softly, "and dizzy."

"Well, that's because you haven't eaten," he smirks, picking up my lunch tray. "No need to call the doctor because the stupid girl refuses to eat."

"I'm sorry sir." I say softly, feeling something burning in my chest that has nothing to do with my fever. I'm not a stupid girl, and I don't feel this way just because I haven't eaten. I think the Warden knows that, but he wants me to be in pain.

With a laugh the warden stands up. "Your tray better be empty next time Red," he says. "Otherwise your arse is mine... Again."

My bum belongs to my Master I think in defiance, but I keep my head down and say, "Yes Sir," politely. I don't think I can take another punishment today, not if I want to escape tonight—or this afternoon, in reality. But before I can escape, I need to steal a key card—somehow.

Collecting the last of the empty trays the men walk to the door, which beeps as Red-face scans his card. The beep is a problem, but I don't think there's anything I can do about it. I just need to hope that no one hears.

Once again I feel bile rise in my throat as I consider the congealed mess that is my dinner. I don't think I can eat this. And if I can, I'm sure I won't be able to keep it down. I scratch my hot, itchy skin as I stare at the tray.

I jump as a fork looms into view, spooning a clump of the grey sludge from my tray. Looking up quickly, I see a Leilani with a strange look on her face.

"We can share the food," she says, loud enough to draw the attention of my other sisters. "But, you should drink," she gestures to the plastic cup full of water.

I shake my head slowly. I want to drink, but I'm going to need the cup and it's contents if I'm going to escape. "Thank you," I say, climbing back onto the bed and laying down on my stomach so that I'm still at eye level with my kneeling sister.

"The Warden said that your tray had to be empty," Leilani says as Dahlia and Thistle approach. "He didn't say you had to be the one to eat it," she seems to be speaking more to herself than me. Making sure her loophole works, and that she's not doing anything directly disobedient.

Dahlia settles down next to me. Resting her tray on her lap, she leans her forehead against mine, before starting to eat. Thistle sits beside Leilani, giving me a brief unidentifiable look, before digging into her own grey slush.

"Do you know what pizza is?" I ask, biting my bottom lip. It might be dangerous to ask, but, I don't like sitting in silence. And, though none of them can know it, this might be the very last time any of us see each other.

"It's a type of food," Thistle says at once. "Consisting of a flat round base of dough baked with a topping of tomatoes and cheese. Typically with added meat, fish, or vegetables."

I can't help but giggle. I'm sure that if I looked up pizza on one of the education tablets that would be, to the letter, the description. "It's really tasty," I say, swaying as another wave of dizziness hits me.

"The man who took you gave you non-approved food?" Thistle asks, her folk of grey mush halfway to her mouth.

I nod. "I liked it."

"You're not allowed to have a favourite food," Leilani says, peering at Dahlia who has been focused on her meal. Apparently working on the basis that the best way to avoid saying something incriminating, is to say nothing at all.

"I know," I say quickly, "but it tastes nice."

"I wonder if my Master or Mistress will allow me to try pizza," Dahlia asks, having picked up on Leilani's looks.

And just like that the conversation turns to a discussion of my sister's preferred type of Owner, and what each one hopes to be allowed to do. I smile. I don't need to imagine a perfect Master. I already have one.

--- --- ---

Dan

"I don't mean to sound too childish," I say, "but are we there yet?"

Vin glares at me, his fists clenching with an audible crack. It sounds bad, but it would be great if he where to lose his temper and punch me. With his strength it would set off the medical alert in my ident chip for sure.

Of course, his friend might then shoot me in the back. But I'm fairly sure even this side street has cameras. At the moment, my modified ident chip causes me to be invisible to them, but once alerted I have no doubt that they will be able to record enough of my kidnappers to insure a conviction.

I just have to hope that they are fine with an assault charge, but don't want a murder one.

"I must say, your very eager Mr. Fallow," the man behind me says. "If it were me, I wouldn't be in no rush."

"I thank the stars every day that we are nothing alike," I say, looking up at the thin sliver of sky between the high rise buildings on either side of us. I have no idea where we are. But if I had to guess, I would say we are between office buildings, and we're moving towards the industrial section of the hub.

"Shut up."

"I never did catch your name," I say, wondering if I could hit something hard enough to activate the medical alert while not drawing attention to myself. I doubt it.

"Juke," he replies after a moment. "It's good you know my name boy. That way you can run home and tell your mummy who hurt you."

A comeback involving his mother does spring to mind, but for once I decide to remain silent. I want them reckless, not murderous.

"Juke and Vin, huh," I say. "I'll remember that."

"See you do," Juke says, jabbing me in the spine with his gun. "Now shut up."

We continue on in silence. The paths becoming more and more rutted and overgrown. This part of the hub is old, close to the site of the original military base—now long gone. Back before the hub shield was expanded, industrial and living spaces were combined in a cramped mess.

Now most of our industrial sites are isolated outside of the hubs, or else off-world on giant space stations. That way the pollution can be dumped harmlessly into space, and there is endless room for expansion.

A thought strikes me as we turn down a lane littered with old rusting shipping boxes and broken glass. Are there any off-world compounds? Surely it isn't healthy to grow up with such limited gravity. Then again, as X delights in telling me, the Lower Vil are infinitely adaptable.

We stop in front of pair of heavy steel doors. Though by now, they are probably more rust than steel. Regardless, with a grunt, followed by the screeching of metal, Vin heaves the doors open. The sound bounces off the walls of the tight ally, and I cover my ears to protect them from the cacophony.

The inside of the warehouse is dark. With only the light from the grimy overhead windows to illuminate the stacks of metal shipping boxes and aged machinery. I peer inside, a cold feeling filling my stomach. This looks like a great place to kill someone.

Grabbing a touch from his belt Vin leads the way. He moves between the dusty boxes with purpose. The boxes aren't arranged in any kind of logical order. It's like they've been dumped here in a hurry. Still, Vin doesn't seem to have any difficulty in finding a path though this make-shift maze. He must spend a lot of time here. I notice a lot the crates have been prised open, before being tipped over, their contents scattered haphazardly across the floor. Clearly not everything in here can turn a profit.

The building is bigger than I first thought. After what feels like a long time walking past the smaller crates we reach an open area, where the ceiling is even higher. Here lie huge metal boxes, their sides hanging with wiring which goes nowhere, and interspaced with metal doors. With a start, I realise what i'm seeing. These are spaceships, or at least rooms form spaceships. Torn out, I presume, to make room for cargo.

Peering through the open door of one of the stacked rooms closest to me, I can just make out a row of bunk beds. And in the room beside it there is a shower room, dusty, but otherwise intact. I shudder just thinking about what living on one of these ships during the war most have been like: cramped, no sun, constantly worried that the entire ship may explode without warning at any moment. Or worse, part of the ship may explode, and leave you trapped in a floating metal tomb, with only the amount of food or oxygen acting as a countdown timer to your inevitable demise.

"What the hell is this place?" I ask, looking around in wonder at the stacked rooms which tower above us, easily as high as the roof of the central transport hub.

"This?" Juke asks, prodding me once again. "This is a billion credits worth of scrap left to rust," there's a bitterness in his voice that catches me by surprise.

"Why am I here?" I ask, doubting I will get an answer.

"You will see," Vin smirks, leading us to the bottom of another tower of rooms. However this one is different. The door to the bottom room is open revealing the bright glow of electric lights from inside. My uneasy feeling turns out to be correct, as I'm prodded in the direction of the lit room.

Stepping up though the door, the first thing I notice is how much cooler the air seems to be in here. Though, I don't know if it really is colder inside or if my mind playing tricks on me. What is for sure is that his must have been some kind of data centre or control room when it was originally part of a ship. Racks of computer servers stand or lean against the walls, where they have been pushed out of the way to make room for a leather chair, similar to a retro dentist chair, placed in the middle of the room.

I notice dim blue light strips set into the floor and ceiling, almost invisible against the bright overhead lights. Realisation suddenly hits me. This is a clean room, no signals in, no signals out, designed to protect the fragile tech from the thousands of rogue data streams shooting through space.

"Shit!" I say, just in time to spin on the spot and see Juke—harmless metal tube in hand—slam the heavy door in my face.

--- --- ---

Rose

I kneel beside my bed feeling like i'm going to be sick again. Gripping the cup of lukewarm water in my right hand, I go over my plan in my head for what must be the thousandth time. It doesn't help much.

I take a deep breath, my lungs feeling ragged and my stomach burning. My body is failing faster than I thought possible. I'm not going to be able to last for much longer. The fact that the inspection has been moved forward may just be a blessing.

Though, given what i'm about to do, it feels like a curse.

I close my eyes, counting down from a thousand in my head as they taught us to do during truly unbearable bondage sessions. I get to seven hundred and sixty before a beep from the door causes me to snap back to reality.

This will either work, or I will be stuck here forever.

"Stars Red, you ate your food and you're still looking like shit." The older Warden says as he collects my tray.

Pushing the cup of water a little further in the bed I nod at him, "I'm still feeling sick and dizzy, Sir."

He shrugs, picking up Leilani's tray. "Sleep it off Red, if you're still sick in the morning the doctor will deal with you."

"Yes, sir," I say, balling my fist as he turns and walks away.

I count the seconds as my heart pounds in my chest, before getting to my feet. "Sir," I say, grabbing my cup and moving towards him. "I forgot to return my cup."

"What?" He says, turning.

My plan had been to pretend to trip, but due to either my neves, my dizziness, or both there's no need to pretend. I fall over my own feet, sending the full cup of water straight into the Warden's face as I fall heavily against him.

"What the fuck!" He sputters, dropping the trays which clatter to the floor before shoving me away.

I grab onto his keycard as I fall, the cord splitting just like in the movie Master and I watched. My owner told me not everything shown in a movie works in real life, but I'm very thankful they got this detail right.

Slamming into the ground I throw the keycard away from me, trying to get it under my bed. But I'm not strong enough. It comes to rest in the space between two beds, where Dahlia kneels. My way out is hidden for now, but it won't be hard to find.

I try and get to my knees, but a hand on the back of my neck stops me, pushing me forcefully into the concrete."I'm sorry sir," I whimper, watching Jones moving towards where I threw the card.

"You fucking will be," the warden, with his hand on my neck, snarls. Drops of water from his face and clothes drip onto my back.

I close my eyes, not able to bare the sight of Jones finding the card. However my eyes are forced back open again as a powerful smack is delivered to my bottom. Right across the cane marks.

I can't help but to scream in pain, bucking as my bottom burns. It's as if someone has poured molten lead over it. Gasping for air I look over to the card, which unsurprisingly has vanished.

Learning down my tormenter puts all his weight on the back of my neck, choking me as he whispers, "You better hope you're dead by morning cunt, else you're going to fucking wish you were."

I try and nod, breathing hard as he finally lets go and retrieves the fallen trays and cups. Laying on my side, I hug my legs to my chest. Unable to do anything but listen the beep of the door. Followed by the hammering of my heart.

A deep silence fills the room. There's a shuffling of feet, and I feel an arm on my shoulder. I want to tell whoever is trying to comfort me to go away, but that would draw even more attention to me. So I open my eyes blinking at Leilani who looks at me for a long moment.

"Are you okay?" she asks at last.

I shake my head. "I felt dizzy," I say softly, trying to focus on something other than the pain emanating from my bottom. "And my butt hurts," I grumble.

My sister frowns, apparently not sure if my language is appropriate, before smiling softly and stroking my hair. A strangely intimate gesture. "That's because you where a naughty girl," she says.

I sigh softly, "I didn't mean to be."

"That's why you got off so lightly," Leilani replies.

Trying to remember a time when I ever thought the burning pain running down my thighs was getting off lightly, I spot Thistle. Who rises from the floor and returns to her bed without a word to anyone.



"You should lay in bed," my sister says. "The floor is cold, and you're already sick."

I nod slowly, getting shakily to all fours. But before I can throw myself onto one of the beds something catches my eye.

"I will," I tell Leilani, getting to my feet with a lot of effort, "but I want to make sure Dahlia is ok."

My black haired sister hasn't moved since the Wardens left, and she's still kneeling on the floor beside her bed.

"Okay," Leilani says, peering over at Dahlia. "Don't get her into trouble."

I stare at her. Does she know something? Without another word Leilani moves over to sit beside Thistle, who is back to contorting herself into uncomfortable positions for the amusement of her future Master.

"Are you okay?" I ask, kneeling down beside Dahlia, wincing as the motion causes the pain in my bum to flair, and my head to spin.

As an answer my sister, her eyes glazed over and unfocused, holds up a red cord with a key card swinging from it.

Without thinking about it I throw my arms around her. I'm surprised when she doesn't hug me back. Is this how I acted when I ran into Master in the woods? When that happened my owner fixed it by kissing me. I hope I don't have to kiss Dahlia!

Thankfully, before I have to do anything that feels too wired for reasons I can't really explain to myself, Dahlia stirs.

"Rose?" she asks softly.

"You did it!" I say, struggling to keep my voice low, as I stare at the keycard in wonder. I almost giggle when I read the old Wardens name is Steve Smith. It's far too innocent a name for someone so cruel!

"I was bad," Dahlia says, her knuckles white on the cord.

"No," I say softly. "Well, yes, but it was bad for a good reason."

Looking over my shoulder, I reach for the keycard, before my other sisters spot what we are doing. Dahlia however doesn't let go, her eyes darting from me to the card.

"We need to hide this," I say, tapping the card while trying to keep my pounding heart under control. I'm so close, but everything can still fall apart so very quickly. "I need you to give me the card."

Slowly Dahlia lays the card flat across my palm. I let out a breath I didn't know I was holding, and wrap and arm around her, feeling her tremble as she leans into me.

I'm caught between wanting to continue hugging her until all the signs of her fear go away, and wanting desperately to find a place to hide the card. Finally I can no longer keep my heart-rate under control. I'm terrified that the Wardens are going to burst back into the room at moment. Disengaging from my one armed hug, I look around, wondering where in our almost empty concrete cell I can hide my only means of escape.

At first, I consider tucking the card under one of the thin mattresses, but i've seen enough beds ripped apart for not being perfectly made to quickly decide against that. I wish I was wearing something, there's nowhere to hide anything on you when your naked!

Looking around critically, my eye catches the small pile of books. I might be able to hide the card there, especially if I took off the cord. But any one of my sisters might decide they need to catch up on the slave codex. And, anyway, in movies people always check though books for secret things.

"Rose?" Leilani calls, "Would you like to play the maze game with Thistle and me?"

For the first time in my entire life I hesitate before agreeing to the euphoric tickling of my sisters fingers as they trace the maze in my markings. "Umm, ok!" I say, trying to sound bright and cheerful.

Panic rising in my chest, I turn back to Dahlia, who is still somewhat spaced out. She taps her knuckles against the metal foot of my bed. The tapping sound is grating as I struggle to think, before it hits me. The metal tube frame of the bed is hollow!

Ignoring the startled look on my sisters face, I lift the conner of the bed and run my fingers over the tube that forms one of the legs of the bed frame. Yes! I wince as I bend the card so that it will fit into the tube. Worried that at any moment it will snap. However, it remains whole, and not only that but holds itself inside the tube. Quickly I push in the cord, careful not to push it too far out of reach, while hoping it doesn't fall out should the bed be disturbed.

"Rose?" Thistle calls, in a tone somewhere between concern and impatience.

"Coming!" I say, dropping the conner of the bed and taking Dahlia's hand.

She looks at me with big wide eyes and shakes her head.

"Come on," I tell her, "the maze game will make you feel better."

I'm not sure if she agrees with me, or simply wants to be told what to do, but either way she stands up. I'm so elated that I hardly notice the pain, coursing through my whole body. I'm close now. Only a few more hours and I can escape. I can deal with the pain for that long, after all, I've been taught about pain for my entire life.

With a final glance to make sure the card is completely hidden, I head over to the far side of the room and my sisters bed, a purr rising preemptively in my throat.

--- --- ---

Someone rubs my back as I cough. I have no idea which of my sisters it is, but the action makes me feel a little better. Everything hurts. It's like my entire body is erupting from the inside-out, and, before long, I will simply split down the middle.

Shuddering at the thought, I hug Dahlia's midriff tighter, drawing comfort form being so close to my sisters. I love cuddling with my owner, but there's only one of him. Here with my sisters in a pile of flesh and interwoven limbs I'm surrounded by one big hug!

It will be lights out soon—I think—all I need to do is wait until it's time for the inspection, and then... I shake my head. Despite everything there is still so much I don't know for sure. Like when is the best time to escape? If I put my ear to the door will I be able to hear something that will give me a clue? Where do I go if I do manage to get out of this cell and up the stairs? How will I know what to look for?

Maybe I can try the communicator chip again after lights out. It might work this time. Marvin is very smart, even if it he is a bit odd. He might have realised the chip isn't working correctly, and has done something to fix it. Then I can ask my Master, or perhaps even Mr. X, what time I should escape, and where to go when I do.

With that much of a plan decided, I close my eyes. Focusing on the feel of my sisters and the purr in my throat, I let the pain and fear drift away. We might even sleep like this tonight. Though sleeping in a pile isn't always for the best. There is a lot of fidgeting, and elbows or knees in uncomfortable places.

Plus you have to wake up—and hear complaints from—three grumpy girls if you need to pee.

"You're hot," Thistle mummers, placing her hand on my forehead.

"Rose isn't well," Leilani replies before I can, a note of concern in her voice.

"I'll be okay," I say softly. "Tomorrow I'll be better."

"You don't know that," Thistle says, her voice low as she moves her hand to stroke my hair.

I don't reply, simply enjoying the sensation of my sisters fingers in my hair. I'm about to close my eyes again, when the quiet tranquility of the room is shattered by the crash of the door flying open.

At once my sisters and I break apart. Like a nest of rats we scatter, crawling over each other to kneel on the floor as a very red faced Warden Smith storms into the room. He looks like Mistress Jezebel when she's mad at my Master, but a thousand times worse.

His eyes fall immediately on me. I bow my head at once, trying to ignore the dizziness that's making the room sway. Oh stars! He must have realised it was me who took his key card. He's going to kill me!

I stare at the floor, focusing on making my face natural. Pain rolls throw me like a wildfire, igniting my very bones. Using all of my training I manage to keep myself completely still, even as the Warden walks towards me. His heavy black boots echoing around the room.

"Where is it?" he asks, his voice low and shaking, as if he can hardly keep it under control.

I don't know if he's expecting an answer, but he didn't specifically which girl he was talking to. Nor did he ask a question any of us could reasonably answer. We've all been trained that in this situation we should remain silent. However, even though we are all being obedient, our silence just makes him more angry.

I close my eyes as he takes another step forward, sure I'm about to feel the back of his hand.

Suddenly someone else speaks from the door, their voice a hushed whisper, "What the fuck are you doing?"

I risk glancing up. Warden Jones stands in the doorway, worry written all over his greasy face.

"One of them has my fucking key card," Smith snarls like a feral dog, turning back to us so quickly that I barely have time to return my gaze to the floor.

"Impossible," Jones says, still keeping his voice low. "You've lost it. Come on, man. You're going to get us in the shit if anyone finds out you're in here."

I don't understand why either of the wardens would get into trouble for being in our cell. They come in at least six or seven times a day normally, though, now that I think about it they haven't ever come again after taking away our dinner trays. Jones is acting as if Smith is doing something bad, but I don't know if that true. I'll have to remember to ask Master.

"She took it," Warden smith says, and I can tell by the way the spittle from his mouth hits the top of my head he's talking about me. "When she pretended to trip and fall. I'm going to rip her fucking head off."

"She can't have man!" Jones says, his panic rising at the same rate as Smith's fury. "Are you even listening to yourself right now?"

"She's been gone fucking stars knows where!" Smith yells, his enraged voice echoing around the cramped cell. "We don't know what she's capable of doing."

"You can't unlearn a lifetime of training in a mouth," Jones pauses. "Sure, Red is a little screwy at the moment, but she's always been wired."

"No, the little cunt is planning something."

"Red are you planning anything?" Jones asks curtly.

"No Sir," I reply at once.

"There you go," Jones says, apparently placated.

"Well, of course she isn't going to admit to it!" Smith growls, grabbing a hand full of my hair and forcing my face up to meet his.

"You're the one that told me they are incapable of lying!" Jones protests, his face flushed red, and his eyes darting to the still open door. "Here, I'll prove it!"

"You," he says, pointing at Thistle, "When was the last time you played with that sweet little cunt of yours?"

"The night before last Sir," my sister admits without hesitation.

Despite Warden Smith pulling out my hair by the roots, I manage to turn my head and stare at Thistle. I didn't know she played with herself! I thought that was something only I did! My own personal naughty secret.

"And the last time you took a shit?" Jones asks.

Thistle makes to answer again, but the younger Warden cuts her off, "I don't want to know," he tells her. "But you see my point, they can't lie to you."

"But you saw it. She fell on me! When has one of them ever done anything like that before?" Smith says, his death hold on my hair mercifully relaxing.

"You said yourself that she's sick," he gestures to me, "It's not like she's looking any better, is it?"

He looks down at me, staring into my eyes intently. For one crazy moment I imagine telling him the truth. Being a good girl like I tried so hard to be before meeting my Master, but the thought leaves me as quickly as it arrived. Life with Master may not be easy, but it's better than this, much, much better.

"Come on Man. Lets go get a drink and watch the game."

"We have time?" Smith asks, letting go of my hair and looking down at his wrist.

Tempting his rage when he seems to be calming down is beyond foolish. But nevertheless, I need to know the time. So, instead of returning my eyes to the floor I glance over at his watch. I have only moments to read the dial. It's nine forty-five in the morning, not night time at all.

"Inspection team gets here at one," Jones says. "We have time."

Smith takes one final look at me, before nodding slowly, "Maybe I left it in the car."

"Sure man," Jones sounds relieved. "Come on, let's get out of here."

The two men leave, the door closing with click behind them. Letting out a slow breath, I glance at my sisters. Thistle is looking at her hands guiltily, refusing to meet anyone's eye, while Leilani's attention is fully focused on Dahlia. Who doesn't look right.

Wincing, I crawl over to them. Leilani looks at me, her disapproval clear, as I get a good look at Dahlia. She lays slumped against the end of her bed. Her hands twist continuously in her lap, and her eyes are glazed.

"Dahlia?" I ask softly.

She doesn't answer me. I want to shake her, tell her that there is no reason to be scared. That I have the time now. That I know I need to escape in a little over three hours. That the Wardens don't suspect us, and that we are closer to escape than we have ever been.

"Dahlia," I say, "Dahlia, look at me, it's okay!"

She doesn't respond.

Guilt flooding over me, I wrap my arms around her, rocking her limp body back and forth. I feel battered, like the buildings Master and I saw when we were running away. Worn away and ready to collapse into dust.

"I hope it's worth it," Leilani says, her voice cold.

"What do you mean?" I ask, trying to sound innocent.

"Whatever you and her have done," she gestures to Dahlia, "I hope it's worth this."

"If you knew," I say slowly, still not admitting to anything, "why didn't you say anything?"

"I want my owner," she whispers. "I want all of us to have owners! Maybe whatever you're going to do will make that happen."

I nod slowly, "I hope it does."

Leilani shakes her head, before glancing over her shoulder at Thistle. "Do you think she realises that we all play with ourselves?"

I shake my head. Not wanting to admit that I thought exactly the same thing until only moments ago.

"I better take care of her," Leilani says. "You should go to bed with Dahlia, it will be lights out soon."

I nod once again. Watching as my older sister whispers something to Thistle, before leading her to the bed closest to the bathroom. It's not lost on me that she leaves the beds closest to the door free.

With an effort I get to my feet, pulling my stunned sister up with me. She offers no resistance as I lead her first to the bathroom, and then to bed. Unsure what else to do, I wrap her in a blanket, before wrapping my arms around her.

A few minutes later the lights go out, and I begin to count in my head. Counting up three numbers before going back one. A technique taught to us to keep us focused and alert even during times of constant inactivity in bondage, restricted to a single pose.

Two, four, six... I know I need to keep myself awake, but, more importantly, I need to be able to judge how much time has passed since lights out. There's no real guarantee of accuracy over such a large amount of time. But if I can keep to a rhythm I can count the seconds, which will tell me the minutes, which in turn will give me the hours.

I just hope it's enough.

--- --- --

Dan

"Sit," Vin says, a malicious grin on his face, as he points to the dentist's chair. Which I quickly notice is covered in dark stains. Oh stars, is that blood? I shudder, looking at the leather loops waiting to secure an unfortunate victim.

"Can't we talk about this?" I ask, panic rising in my chest.

"We are going to talk," Vin grunts, taking a step toward me. "But I don't think you're going to be honest with me."

"Fine," I say, trying to buy myself some time. "What do you want to talk about?"

"Sit," he says again.

I need a way out of this! My mind races as I step away from Vin and towards the chair. Panic strips the power of thought from my head, and before I realise what i'm doing i'm sitting down in the chair, the worn leather sagging under me.

"When did you last see Ernie?" Vin asks, his back turned to me.

There's a squeak as the large man wheels a small metal trolley towards me. One of the wheels doesn't spin and squeals in protest. The sound makes me wince. It's like having a dentist drill boring directly into my brain.

"What?" I ask, temporarily stunned by the question.

"When did you last see Ernie," Vin asks again, raising his voice to be heard over the wail of the trolly.

At last the trolly, and the sound, come to a stop, and I focus my attention to the black bundle sitting it it's shiny surface. With an uneasy feeling, I watch as vin unrolls the material revealing a gleaming selection of knives and other tools. All designed to cause pain by the looks of them.

"When he came to my house weeks ago!" I lie. In fact I saw him yesterday afternoon with Rose. Though judging by his appearance, he wasn't given nearly as much hospitality as I was while in Mr. X's care.

"Don't bullshit me!" Vin roars, "You're not just some dumb kid! You know more than you're letting on. And you know where Ernie is!" The words are coming from Vin's mouth but they are unmistakably Jukes.

"Look, I don't know where your friend is," I say slowly. "Why do you care so much about him anyway?"

Vin studies his tools for a long moment. Before he looks up, his dull eyes meeting mine. He looks at me like a cat watching a mouse, waiting for me to make a move, hoping I will make a move. Anything to give him an excuse to strike.

"He owes us," Vin snarls, and there's something primal in the sound. There is some genuine hatred here, but not directed at me. It's Ernie, all of this revolves around my fathers friend.

Something clicks. "You helped him steal Rose," I say, Vin's head snaps up and stares at me. "Then he sold her, and he was meant to share the profits with you."

The big man nods slowly.

"Only he never did. So, you approach the compound telling them you know how to find him. And that you can get Rose back, as long as they are willing to pay. But you didn't get Rose, and you can't find Ernie. So you are out of pocket on two fronts."

It all kind of makes sense now. Ernie stole Rose with the help of these two thugs, and probably intended to split his meagre profit. Then he realised, or more likely was forcibly informed, of just what he had stolen. And the price to pay if Rose wasn't returned. That's why he never gave up his share. He needed the credits to get Rose back, and save his own sorry neck from the compound.

The compound must have called off the search for Rose. Maybe they did it the moment she returned. It doesn't matter. All that matters is that without the bounty on my slaves head the only way these two are ever going to make any money out of all of this is by finding Ernie.

The big man nods again, his hand hovering over one of the knives on his little table.

"I'm no friend of Ernie's," I say, which is perfectly true. "If I knew where he was I would tell you. I promise you that."

With a grunt of what I can only assume is disappointment the huge block of a man walks over to me. Grabbing my wrist he secures it to the arm of the chair, seeming not to even notice my efforts to fight him off. The leather strap cuts angrily into my wrist. Far tighter than any enforcer restraint I've thus far encountered. Who on earth would have thought those black visored thugs were going easy on me?

I instinctively pull my other hand back as Vin reaches for it. Causing him to pause, and laugh. "You're just delaying the inevitable. Give it up."

"I told you, I know nothing!" I protest, holding my arm as far away from him as I can.

"You know something." Vin growls. "And by the time I'm done with you, I'm going to know everything. You think you're so smart. But you were fucked the second you walked through that door.



For a moment I think he's right. Then I remember the icy pain from when the taser chip was injected into my hand. I've never actually tested Marvin's crazy implanted tech, but now seems like a good time. My heart lurches as I tap my middle finger tip against my thumb three times, before I repeat the action with my ring finger: the activation-sequence.

Vin snorts at my look of relief. "Got some plan, boy?"

The now activated taser feels like a nest of hornets buzzing under my skin, and I waste no time aiming a punch at his chest. A grin still on his face, he makes no effort to dodge—which is a mistake.

It feels like punching a speeding Anti-grav train. The impact throws my hand back, slamming my still sparking knuckles against the bulkhead, and ripping at my shoulder. As for Vin, the huge man is thrown backwards as if he weighed nothing. His bulk collides with the wheeled table, sending both him and it clattering to the ground.

Smoke gently curls from Vin's massive, and thankfully still moving, chest. Whatever happens, I don't want to be a killer. Flexing my severely bruised knuckles, I wait for ten agonising seconds to see if any more movement is forthcoming. But he seems to be out for the count. Shaking my free hand to restore the feeling, I turn my attention to my restraints.

"What the hell is going on in there?" Juke yells from outside, his voice muffled by the heavy metal door.

I freeze, statue like, before sense hits me nearly as hard as I just hit Vin, and I quickly undo the strap holding my arm. Juke continues to shout through the door, adding his pounding fists to the cacophony of noise. Doing my best to block the sound out, I jump to my feet, searching the floor for some kind of weapon.

Despite the numerous instruments of pain and destruction I saw on the table earlier. I can't spot a single one. My mind is racing to fast, I can't focus. A loud hiss echoes through the room, and I suddenly find that I have no trouble focusing on the thick metal door that slowly swings open with a mournful groan.

It seems to take awhile for Juke to register what he's seeing. His eyes flicker between his fallen partner and me. Slack jawed he finally settles his gaze squarely on me.

"You know," Juke says slowly, "I actually told him to go easy on you." Though he projects an air of serenity, I can see the rage boiling in his eyes.

I don't say anything. Some crazy part of me had been hoping that upon seeing his much bigger friend incapacitated Juke would have decided to cut his losses and ran. But fleeing seems to be the last thing on his mind.

With a gulp, I tap out the activation sequence for the taser again, hoping it has recharged enough. I can tell at once it hasn't, the buzz from before is now more a tingle. I don't doubt that it will still pack a painful punch. But that's all it will do.

"Just walk away," I say, gesturing to the big man still smoking on the ground.

"Oh no, you're not walking away from this." Juke snarls, his usually calm, lizard like face now contorted in rage.

I take a step back as my would be murder takes a step into the room. This seems so unfair, how can it be that I manage to take out the big guy, only to fall prey to his fun-sized accomplice? There's no justice in the world.

"Stop!" I say, my voice wavering as Juke takes another step towards me rolling up his sleeves. Looking over the top of his head, I notice that the door is still open. If I can find some way to dart around him, maybe I can make a run for it.

Already I know that's a stupid plan. This room is too small, and even if by some miracle I do get out, this warehouse is a maze. A maze that Juke knows a lot better than I do.

Wild ideas run rampant through my head, as I stumble backwards into one of the disused computer terminals. Where one last ditch, insane option presents itself. Time seems to slow down. Juke is about halfway across the room and approaching fast. I only have a few precious seconds to act.

Taking a deep breath. I plunge my electrified fist into my stomach. At once all my muscles contract and I bend in half, before falling sideways onto the floor. The shock the guards gave me in prison is nothing compared to this. It feels like my very bones are on fire. All the air is forced from my lungs, and my vision blurs.

"What the fuck!" Juke yells, jumping back in surprise.

With my eyes watering and every limb shaking, I triumphantly hold up my right hand. My little finger blinks with a rapid red light. Outside the building somewhere there's the sound of an enforcer siren.

"I told you," I say between clenched teeth, "I have a very low pain tolerance."

Eyes wide Juke's gaze flickers between me, Vin and the door. Stunned even as the wail of the sirens draw closer. With a roar like a feral beast he turns on his heels and runs. Not looking back at either me, or his partner.

Silently thanking the stars that there just so happens to be an enforcer patrol close by. I lay flat on my back, looking up at the metal ceiling as I wait for rescue.

--- --- ---

Rose

One thousand seven hundred and ninety-four, one thousand seven hundred and ninety-seven, one thousand eight hundred... I breathe a sigh of relief as my countering finally finishes. My mind rings with numbers, reverberating in my aching head.

Nineteen different ways of counting up to six-hundred seconds should give me three hours and ten minutes. I gently rub my aching chest—a result of a fresh coughing fit—before pressing a finger to the spot just below my ear.

"Please," I whisper into the darkness, as the familiar beeps of the implant trying to find a single start up. If the Warden's catch me they will hurt me badly. They might even kill me. And even if they don't, without the medicine from Dr. Walker or Mr. X I will be dead very soon. I just want to hear my Master's voice again, even if it's for the last time.

The no connection tone rings in my head.

Sighing softly in disappointment, I move to the edge of the bed, wincing in pain. The cane marks on my bottom burn, my chest throbs, and the ache in my joints is almost unbearable. How am I supposed to escape when it feels like my body has already failed? I slowly sit up my bottom screaming in pain as I put pressure on it, but I don't have a choice. If I stand up too quickly the dizziness will make me fall over.

Spies in Master's movies never fall over.

It takes more effort than I was expecting to stand up. And even then a fresh wave of coughing nearly has me back on the bed again. Rubbing my chest I shake my head. I need to do this!

It wasn't difficult to persuade Dahlia that we should sleep in her bed tonight. Leaving my bed, and the keycard hidden inside it, free to access.

After Warden Smith came in and yelled at us Dahlia's been even more passive than usual. I hope she's okay. She kept my secret, and now, if I can do what I came here for, I can give her an owner in return.

Being careful not to stub my toes—my feet might be the only part of me that are not currently hurting—I make my way to the empty bed and quickly kneel down to retrieve the keycard. It comes free easily, and I quickly tie the cord around my wrist so I don't lose it in the darkness.

"You shouldn't leave," Dahlia whispers, close behind me.

I jump, slapping my hands over my mouth just in time to stop my yelp of panic. "Dahlia!" I whisper, "Go back to bed!"

"I don't want you to leave," she replies softly, "not again."

"I'll be back soon," I whisper, trying to sound reassuring.

"What if you're not?" She asks sadly.

"Then you look after Thistle and Leilani," I reply, standing up and turning to the door. I need to be the hero like in Masters movies. Just one more free girl thing to do, then I will be back with my owner.

My sister throws her arms around me suddenly, nuzzling my neck in the darkness. I hug her relishing the closeness before pulling away.

"Go to bed," I say softly. "Everything will be better in the morning."

I can hear my sister hesitate behind me, before the creek of mattress springs tells me she has returned safely to bed.

Taking a deep breath, I move to the faint red glow beside the door. I stand frozen in front of the access panel. One more choice, just one more and I can go home to Master. I hope he's proud of me. I've done so much. I've lied and stolen and done all the things that should have broken my mind. Maybe Master is right, maybe we can make choices for ourselves. Well, after this, I'm going to chose not to make another choice for a very long time!

I need to focus. I'm still not done with my mission, not yet. I look back into the room, imagining I can see the shapes of my sisters in the darkness. I will find you owners, I promise.

With the care I normally use to stoke Barnaby, I press the card to the scanner. The beep seems to boom around the room, far louder than when the lights are turned on, followed by a click that seems just as loud. I wait to see if any of my sister's will react, but there's nothing. I suspect that Leilani has much to do with keeping Thistle quite, and Dahlia already knows what's happening.

Outside the corridor is dimly lit with green lights above some doors, and red lights above others. Peeking my head out, I look up and down the corridor, relieved to find it's completely deserted. Well, perhaps not completely deserted. At the far end of the hall there's a light on in Dr. Walker's office, but even squinting as hard as I can I can't see anyone moving inside.

The stone floor of the corridor feels like ice as I step outside, and for a frantic moment I wonder if it's burning the souls of my feet. Before I reason with myself that it's the same floor as the cell and I'm just letting my panic get the better of me. Still, this is the most disobedient thing I have ever done. Come to think of it, this might be the most disobedient thing that any Lower Vil has ever done!

Master would think that an amazing achievement.

Taking another step forward, I jump as I hear a click behind me. Spinning on the spot I'm just in time to see the green light above the door turn to red. And I'm not surprised to find that when I push against the cold metal door it's locked. No way back now, not without risking another loud beep.

Turning I pause to let me head stop spinning, before setting off down the corridor. Despite being barefoot my footsteps still seem to echo with alarming volume. I try to walk on tip toe, which does cut down the noise, but after nearly stumbling over twice I give up, and just focus on getting to my destination.

The first two doors I pass have green lights overhead, but the third is bathed in red light. It's locked. I curse myself for stopping, the stairs are only one more door down, but what if there are more girls like me and my sister's down here? Or boys? Should I try and open the doors and help them?

No. I've never seen anyone one else down here. And even if there are more Lower Vil down here, there is no reason why they would want to escape with me. I'm just being stupid and wasting time. Still, I can't help but press my ear against the cold metal just in case.

I can't hear anything.

Leaving the locked door behind, I make my way to the fourth door. A painful sting from my bottom reminds me of what this door cost to find. There's an access panel beside the doorframe, identical to the one in our cell. I reach out to press the card against it, but before I can the light above my head turns green.

"What?" I say, confused for a moment before the door bursts open and I only barely manage to jump backwards out of the way. I slam into the wall opposite the stairs, the blow knocking the air from my lungs and setting my punished bottom on fire.

Oh stars, oh stars! Gasping for air I look up to see a man silhouetted against the bright lights of the stairwell. How? I glance at the door which has slammed against the wall. I can see though the top panel! It's phased just like Master's skylights in his bedroom. Whoever was behind the door could see me perfectly!

I have to push my back against the wall to keep standing, as a hacking cough forces its way out of me, bringing tears to my eyes. The figure in the stairway moves slowly towards me. Though my watering eyes he seems like a black blur—more a monster than a person.

"Well, fuck me Red," he says, and I recognise the voice at once: it's Warden Smith.

"Who would have thought you had it in you?" he snatches the keycard from my hand. "I'm almost impressed."

My heart thunders in my chest, and I feel like I need to throw up and pee at the same time. But I stand up a little straighter. I don't want this evil human to know how much he scares me. I want to be strong. Like my Master would want me to be.

"Oh Red, don't look so down," he says with a smirk, grabbing my chin and pitching up my face so I'm forced to stare straight into his pale eyes. "This was brave, and I can admire that."

"Thank you sir," I say automatically, my words muffled by his grip.

He barks out a laugh, "You lot really are fucking pathetic, aren't you?" His tone changes as he takes a step forward, only inches away now, "I bet you just wanted a good hard fucking huh? Like you got when you were away? Well, don't worry sweet cheeks daddy'll look after you."

He takes another step forward forcing me against the wall, his disgusting lips finding mine. I can feel his erection poking me as his weight crushes my breasts. He tries to push his tongue into my mouth, but I clamp my teeth together not letting him.

"Come on," He says, grinding his hips against my stomach. "You be a good girl for me, and no one has to know you were out of bed out of hours."

I feel his cold clammy hand start to slide down my belly, moving towards the junction of my legs. No, no, no, stars no! I don't want him to touch me there! That part of me belongs to my Master. And even if it didn't, I wouldn't want such an evil human to put his hands on me. I hate this, I hate this! I hate him!

"No!" I say, placing my hands against his chest and pushing as hard as I can.

To my surprise he falls backwards, clearly not expecting me to fight back. For a moment all is silent as our eyes meet. Then he explodes. "You little bitch!" he yells. "You filthy fucking whore!"

I stand frozen in fear. Until I see him stating to stand up, and I come to my senses. I do my best to hobble passed him to the stairs. But my body refuses to obey my commands. My head spins and my lungs burn. I'm so close, but I'm too slow. He grabs my upper arm and with no real effort turns me back to face him. Before slapping my face so hard I fall to the ground.

I blink away stars, my cheek burning. I feel tears in my eyes. No! This is unfair, I'm so close! I mange to roll onto all fours. Only for him to kick me in the ribs, sending me to the cold concrete floor once again.

"Fucking cunt!" Smith snarls from above me. I cower away, imagining I can feel the rage radiating from him.

"What do you think you are doing?" A cool female voice says, and both me and the Warden turn to look at Dr. Walker striding down the corridor, her white labcoat steaming behind her, glowing attentively green and red in the darkness.

Not wanting to waste the distraction, I half crawl, half slide my way to the towards the stairs.

"Ah, Linda," Smith says, his anger from a moment ago seeming to vanish, "I didn't realise you were still in the building."

"Clearly," She replies. "What is going on here?"

Tasting vomit in the back of my throat, I make it to the door frame. And with the Human's still distracted, I do my best to get to my feet.

"I found this one out of bed and out of her room," Smith says, pointing at me, "When I tried to help her return to bed she attacked me. And I was forced to defend myself."

"I see," Dr. Walker says, looking over at me without any obvious expression. Our eyes meet and I notice, yet again, how tired she looks. It's like she hasn't slept for days. I feel a stab of guilt. Did I do this to her?

"She broke one of the overriding edicts," Smith says slowly. "You know I have to report this to management."

"That won't be necessary," Dr. Walker says quickly, looking at me with wide eyes.

I look at the stairs beside me, they are so close. But as I fight down the urge to throw up, I realise it's hopeless. I'm too weak, too exhausted. I'll never make it.

"I'm afraid that it is Doctor," Smith says. "See, I've been talking to management. They were worried you're emotions might be getting in the way of your judgement."

I watch Dr. Walkers face turn from tired and confused to furiously angry in seconds, and I thank all the stars that I was always a good girl in her presence. However she quickly swallows down her anger, nodding slowly.

"I understand," she says softly, "but, it's been a long few weeks hasn't it? You really want to bring management into this? I was thinking we could just grab a drink instead."

Smith blinks at her, clearly as surprised by her reaction as I am. Dr. Walker likes this Man? That's what 'grab a drink' means isn't it? That she wants to go on a date with him and become his girlfriend.

The Warden looks at her for a long time, before grinning and flatting his hair with his palm. "Yeah, that sounds nice, real nice Linda," he places his hot sweaty hand on my shoulder. "And you're right I don't have to report Red here. We're friends, I do a favour for you, you do one for me," he winks.

I'm a little surprised he doesn't see Dr. Walker shudder before she smiles brightly. "Why don't you take Rose back to her room while I freshen up? It looks like she might need some help walking."

"Come on then, Red." Smith says cheerfully, grabbing my arm and pulling me towards him. I grab the door frame with both hands, holding on with everything I have. "Come on you stupid little bitch," he snarls.

Suddenly his grip on my arm loosens. What? I look up at him in shock. There's a syringe in the side of his neck, held by Dr. Walker. He turns, and the two humans look at each other face to face, his lit by red light, hers by green.

Then he sways once, twice, three times, "What the fuck!" he groans. Letting go of me altogether he turns towards the stairs. Once again he sways his eyes rolling back up and into his head and he takes an unsteady step backwards.

Dr. Walker reaches out her arms as if she were going to catch him. But just when it looks like he's going to topple backwards he seems to come to his senses. He takes a final rickety step forwards overcorrecting himself, and falling forward. His face hits one of the concrete steps with a moist crunch.

Despite how evil a human Warden Smith is, I wince at the sound. So does Dr. Walker. Slowly our eyes meet, neither of us speaking. I glance over at Smith's still body, did she kill him or just knock him out?

"What a pig," she says at last.

I don't understand what's happening. All I know is that the inspection team is somewhere up those stairs and—more importantly—so is my Master. I'm battered and exhausted, and I feel like I'm going to be sick at any moment. But I know i'm going to feel a lot worse if I don't at least try to get back to my owner.

I make a break for the stairs. I mange about two steps before stumbling over my own feet, my head spinning.

"Rose!" Dr. Walker says in alarm, catching me and, with a grunt, pushing me back to an upright position. "What on earth are you doing?"

"Falling over," I groan, there's no point pretending now. Whoever I was before I met my Master that girl is truly gone. I'm a slave, I will always be a slave, but I'm Dan's slave, and that means something.

Dr. Walker blinks at me. "So, is sarcasm a symptom of genetic imbalance or something you learned on your adventure?" I can't tell from her voice if she's angry or not.



I begin to answer her, then stop myself. If I tell her the truth would she help me? She might, but the more important question is: If I tell her the truth will it get my Master into trouble. I pause for a long moment thinking, before softly answering. "I'm sorry Miss," I say. "I think I picked up some bad habits."

"You realise that even if you make it up the stairs you are in the very centre of the compound. You'll never escape."

"I'm not trying to escape," I say, before I can stop myself. My head isn't working right, it aches, and throbs and pounds all at the same time.

"Then what—" Dr. Walker suddenly stops speaking, and I look up at her, she's gone deathly pale. "Rose, sweetheart," she tries to speak calmly but there's an unmistakable tremble in her voice, "does anyone else know you're here?"

I take a long time in answering, trying to imagine what Master would say. Before deciding to tell the truth. "Yes, lots of people, I think."

"Oh stars," Dr. Walker whispers. "Do," she pauses, "do you know why you and your sisters are special?"

Again, I decide to tell the truth. "Yes, we don't grow older like normal girls, or we won't look older. But it also makes us sick without medicine." As if my body wants to prove my point I'm hit with a sputtering coughing fit.

"Oh fucking hell," Dr. Walker whispers, so quiet I can barely hear her even in the silent corridor. Letting go of my arm she moves away, leaning against the wall with her chest heaving.

"I'm sorry," I say, feeling guilty for causing her so much distress. I don't want to make anyone unhappy. Well, okay, maybe I wouldn't mind if the evil Wardens were unhappy. But Dr. Walker has always been kind to me.

She looks at me her eyes sparkling as if she's on the verge of tears. "Oh Sweetheart," she says, "I'm the one who should be sorry. When you were younger..." She pauses, taking a deep breath before continuing.

"When you were younger it was so much easier. I was so new, and I didn't know you. For all the world you were basically just obedient lab rats. But, it's not like that now, you've all grown up into such beautiful young women and I feel, like... Well, lets just say I care for you. All of you."

"I'm going to die," I say softly, blinking back tears of my own. "If you don't help me, I'm going to die."

"I can't," she replies with a sob, not meeting my eyes. "Even if I had enough time to run the gene sequencer for the therapy, I would never be able to requisition the materials. They watch everything I do. Everything Rose!"

"Just let me go," I say quickly, feeling fresh hope rise in my chest, followed swiftly by another wave of nausea. "Let me find the inspection team."

She suddenly looks up, blinking at me. "The inspection team?"

"I need to find them," I say again. "The people who know I'm here, they can help me. They can help my sisters. Please just let me find them."

The doctor looks scared, but somehow, despite how much older she seems to have gotten since I left, she suddenly looks much younger. Almost as I remember her as a child. She considers me for a long time, before slipping off her white coat and handing it to me.

"Put it on," she says, smiling softly. "And, well, then I'll take you up."

I look at the white coat in my hand. Is this a trick? I glance at the stairs, they seem to go on forever. I don't have a choice, I have to trust her.

"Thank you," I say quietly, meeting her gaze. Pulling on the coat I wince as the soft marital brushes against my raw bottom.

Dr. Walker doesn't say anything as she takes my arm, leading me to the stairs. The only sounds in the entire world are our footsteps. Time seems to slow and disconnect as together we step over Warden Smith, and begin to climb the mountain of stairs. My body shifts between agonising pain and numb dizziness as we move.

At last we reach the top step and emerge onto a small landing, with what looks like a solid wall in front of us. It takes me a moment to notice the door handle. Dr. Walker smiles at me gently, "I wish they would let me see the look on the boards face when all this comes out."

I nod. I don't really understand what she means, and I don't want to waste what little breath I have left on asking. Dr. Walker, however, doesn't seem to have been expecting an answer. With a grunt she pushes down the door handle, pulling the entire wall towards us.

A broom-closet. All of this was hidden behind a broom-closet! I can't help but marvel at the way the entire rear wall of the tiny room folds back. Leaving the sink and shelves, cluttered with cleaning supplies, still attached.

Stepping over a dustpan and brush, we open the outer door of the closet, and step out into the compound itself. I blink away the bright new lights, looking around as memories hit me one after another. This is where my sisters and I grew up. White walls, White ceiling, no colour or variety except what the Wardens gave us.

"Ready?" Dr. Walker asks gently.

I nod again, trying my best to smile. Though, for some reason, even that seems to hurt now.

I wonder if Dr. Walker has a Lower Vil of her own? A male one perhaps like Zack. I hope she does. I think she would be a kind Mistress.

We walk past classroom after classroom of girls of different ages, all kneeling behind desks obediently. The large windows in the walls must be one-way phased like the door downstairs. Because Wardens in grey overalls stand by some of them, taking notes and pointing to the girls. There must be thousands of Lower VIl here. And not just those who look mostly human like me, but girls with scales and spikes, pink skin, blue skin even a few with violet scales. I shake my head, trying to clear it to remember the details. Master will want to know about this!

We get a few odd looks as Dr. Walker hurries me along, almost causing me to stumble. At last we come to a junction where another long corridor branches off of this one. Turning the corner quickly, we almost walk straight into a someone.

Dr. Walker gasps and we both look up at the people in front of us, a mixture of well dressed humans and tall scale-covered Vil. All wearing those bright yellow vests that humans wear when they want to be seen. I've found them! I think giddily. The inspection team!

"What is this?" A man asks. I can barely hear him over my heart hammering in my chest. I found them! I found them! I can go home! I feel like crying and screaming and dancing all at the same time! Even though I don't know how to dance, maybe Master will teach me? I'm so happy the room starts to spin. Wait that isn't righ—

And just like that, the world turns to black.

--- --- ---

Dan

Rose, for all that she's pale and lifeless does at least look peaceful. I double check the heart rate monitor, just to make sure she's still alive. Which she is. Thank the stars. Her list of medical problems is as long as my arm. It's literally as if she's started falling apart from the inside.

I look up at her blonde sister on the other side of the bed—Leilani, I think?—and I try to smile. "The doctor says she's doing okay. She just needs time to heal."

"Yes, Sir," the girl says at once, bowing her head.

I try not look too disappointed. 'Yes sir' and 'No sir' are normally the only words I can get out of any of them. It's been three days, but I keep hoping they might open up, if only a little. Still, I suppose they are worried about Rose. I've noticed that none of the girls will let Rose be without at least one of them holding her hand, or stroking her hair. Timid as they are, they obviously care for their injured sister.

I frown, watching the other two girls take turns sitting down opposite each other. One watches the other sit down, then they trade roles. It takes me a moment to realise they are practicing not flashing their panties while wearing skirts.

I don't know why, but I kind of assumed that Rose and her sisters would be identical, like twins. But no, they are all unique. Which is helpful, as my sister has decided completely matching outfits are in order. I thought her head might explode when I told her she had three life sized dolls to dress to her heart's desire.

Though they are all different. They still share the maze like markings that run from their necks to their hips. They arrived completely naked, so I got a peek. I'm just hoping Rose never finds out I spent time around her naked sisters. Though, I doubt she would see any problem with that.

Sitting down beside Rose's bedside, I grunt in pain. The burns around my tased stomach are still a little raw. I look up once again at Leilani, "Your sister's is a really good artist."

A look of panic flashes across her face so fast that, if not for the fact I've spent so much time with Rose, I never would have spotted. "Yes, Sir," She says gently, and that's the end of that conversation.

I'm not entirely sure how the girls see me. They know I own Rose, and they don't seem actively afraid of me. They will do anything I ask them without hesitation. Other than open up to me, obviously.

I have wondered if they try and say as little as possible in case it gets their sister into trouble. So I've tried to keep things light and friendly. Though now I'm wondering if silent and friendly might not be the better option.

Still, there's a subject I need to breach. "I have some friends coming to visit," I say softly.

"Yes, Sir," the girl opposite me replies. Seemingly not sure how else to respond.

How to say this, "Are you still sure you want an owner?" I ask tentatively.

It was black haired girl, Dahlia? Who first asked me about an owner, and I've been racking my brains to find a way of talking them out of it ever since. But, in my heart of hearts, I knew they would never settle for being free, at lest, not yet.

"Yes Sir," Leilani answers quickly. "We all do Sir, please."

I glance over to where the other girls nod once, bowing their heads. Right, well hardly an unexpected answer. Just one that causes a few complications. "Well, my friends are coming," I say again. "And, if it's agreeable to you three, they may consent to be your Masters."

I pause, "Well, one will be a Mistress I suppose. Is that a problem?" The brown haired Thistle's head snaps up and our eyes meet, before she quickly looks at the floor. I can't help but laugh. It's a very Rosy thing to have done.

"We will all be happy to have any owner, Sir," Leilani, who is apparently the leader, says gently. I think that might be the most words she's ever said to me in one go.

"Well," I say, leaning back in my chair, "I can't promise anything." Maybe I should have mentioned to my friends in the anti-slave society that I intended for them to be slave owners by the end of the day? Nah, they might not have shown up.

The two girls behind Leilani return to their sitting and standing practice. While Leilani herself takes Rose's hand in hers. I smile at her, before turning my attention back to Rose. Despite her injuries she's as beautiful as ever. I even find myself marvelling at how her deep red hair contrasts with the white fabric of the bedclothes.

She twitches.

I blink. Did she just move? Is my mind playing tricks on me? I've spent the last three days staring at her, and the only movement I've seen is the gentle rise and fall of her chest. But no, there it is again. I start to rise ready to run and find a Doctor in case something is wrong, when with a soft sigh she blinks once and opens her eyes.

"Rose!" I say, leaping to my feet.

"Dan?" She replies hoarsely, blinking at me.

All her sisters gasp, gathering around the opposite side of her bed. Their eyes fixed on their sister.

"Our sister is confused, Sir," Leilani says quickly, earning sharp looks from the other two—or at least what constitutes a sharp look by Lower Vil standards. "She didn't mean to disrespect you."

I snort out a laugh, kissing my slave girls forehead. "Are you kidding? I've spent weeks trying to get her to use my real name."

"Master!" Rose says again, struggling to reach for me.

"I'm here! I'm here," I say gently pushing her back down into the bed. "Don't try and move, okay?"

She nods slowly, her eyes growing wide in panic as I start to turn away from her. I can't believe someone can make me feel guilty for finding them a glass of water.

"I'm not going anywhere," I tell her, "I promise."

I hold a cool glass of water to her lips. "Have a drink, It'll make you feel better," she obeys without complaint, and I smile as her eyes start to wonder around the room.

I'm lucky enough to catch the moment she realises all her sisters are present. "Master!" she says as I pull the glass away, "These are my Sisters! Leilani, Thistle and Dahlia," the excitement in her voice is adorable.

"We've met," I grin, leaning my head against hers. "Stars Rose, I thought I had lost you."

"The communicator didn't work," Rose says apologetically. "I tried to find high ground, but it still didn't work."

"The place was shielded," I tell her. "Apparently they were even more paranoid that we realised."

There's a long moment of blissful silence, before, with a blush in her cheeks, Rose whispers, "I love you."

There's an audible gasp from her sisters, but I ignore them.

"I love you too, so, so much" I reply, kissing her cheek and meaning every word.

"Where are we?" Rose asks, straining to look out of the window behind her bed.

"The Weston Hub," I laugh, gently pushing her back down into bed once again. "As it turns out the department of Inter-Species relations has a private ward here."

"When can we go home? Can my sisters come as well? What about their owners?"

"Rose!" Leilani hisses.

"She's really allowed to ask questions?" Dahlia asks.

"She really is," I reply, smiling at the girl, who blushes. Stars, if you ever want an ego boost just spend your time in a room of Lower Vil girls.

"But I'm afraid I don't know yet sweetie," I say, peering over my shoulder as a guard opens the door. Letting three people enter the room.

"Hello Miss Clare," Rose says politely. Ever a stickler for rules, even after a top secret spy mission. "Mr Theo, Mr Jasper," she smiles at each of my friends in turn. Well, thats new.

Rose's sisters, as one, drop to their knees. I sigh. They were doing so well remembering not to kneel for me or the medical staff here. Though, I suppose from their point of view they just want to make a good first impression on their future Masters.

"Rose!" Claire says, "you're awake!"

"She is," I say with a smile. "Guys, I would like to introduce you to Leilani, Thistle and Dahlia, Rose's sisters."

"You should stand up," Rose tells her sisters softly, "Master's friends aren't like normal humans."

Theo and Jasper turn to the new girls introducing themselves. Apparently determined to be less nervous than when they met Rose. Claire on the other hand walks over to me.

"How are you feeling Dan?" She asks, not quite able to meet my eye. I don't blame her for what happened, but she certainly blames herself. And she's not prepared to let stupid things like my opinion of the matter change her mind.

"Still a little sore," I reply, "but it's nothing."

"What happened?" Rose squeaks, looking at me with wide eyes trying to sit up once again. This time it's Thistle who pushes her back down.

Ah, of course she had no idea about my heroics. Well, there's no reason to worry her.

"He tased himself in the stomach," a strong confident voice says, as the door swings open. Mr. X grins as he walks in followed by two black clade enforcers.

Oh wonderful, X is here.

But he's not alone. He's followed into the room by a tall tan-skinned man. His long nose and small beady eyes make him look something like a hawk, and I instantly place him on the do not trust list in my head.

I'm just about to ask the man who he is, when a green scaled head, covered with rainbow feathers, ducks under the door way. A Vil, followed quickly by her small scale-covered slave. I stare at them both in amazement. The last time I met one of her kind she seemed tall, but that was in the massive transport hub. In a normal sized room they seem enormous.

Talking of the last time I saw a Vil, why does she look so familiar?

--- --- ---

Rose

Ignoring all the new people entering the room, I focus on my Master, trying to spot any obvious signs of damage. I was punished with a taser once at the compound and the idea of my sweet gentle Master going though that much pain! It's unbearable.

"Why did you tase yourself, Master?" I ask, unable to keep the worry from my voice.

"I tactically tased myself," Master says, his cheeks going red as he turns back to me. "It was a brilliant piece of strategic genius."

Mr. X snots but doesn't add further comment. I wish I could tell all these people to leave so I could speak to my owner alone. Make sure he isn't all twitchy like I was after being tased.

"Are you okay?" I ask softly.

"I'm fine," he says, leaning down and pressing his soft warm lips on my forehead. I feel myself purring, and blush as Claire and my sisters turn to me.

"I'm afraid we need to make some decisions," Mr X says, nodding to the man beside him.

I can't help but think of Suit-man from the compound as I look at this stranger. He smiles at all of us, but he doesn't seem friendly at all. I shiver, taking Master's hand in mine.

"I'm Senator Lane," the man says, drawing the attention of everyone in the room.

"So, you're the man responsible for institutionalised abuse, rape and enslavement of thousands of innocent people?" Mistress Claire demands, turning to the man with anger burning in her eyes.

The man takes a deep breath, before beginning to speak, "Although the breeding, raising and ultimately sale of Lower Vil is controversial to some people. It is undoubtedly the best way of ensuring peace and prosperity between our decimated worlds."

"Rest assured that this government does everything within its power to ensure the Lower Vil are treated fairly, and within the confines of the original peace agreement." The way he replies, it's almost as if he's reading from a script.

"Why you smug son-of-a—" Mistress Claire starts, but Master gently pulls her away.

"That will do Claire," he says, before leaning in and whispering something in her ear. She frowns, but nods slowly and takes a step back.

"Why are you here?" Master asks.

"We need to discuss what happens to these former test subjects," Senator Lane replies.

"Oh, well you don't need to worry about that," Master says taking a step forward and deliberately putting himself between me and the senator. "We have things completely under control."

The man laughs, a cruel sound that reverberates around the room. Taking Masters absence as a chance to move, I sit up. I'm happy to find my bottom no longer burns as much as it did.

Looking around I notice that Mr. X doesn't seem to react to the senators laugh, but the Vil woman raises her scalely eyebrows. She looks a little like Emily, but a lot more scary.

"I suppose you are going to tell me that everyone will be leaving in a peaceful commune where freedom and happiness will reign?"

"No, actually," Master says. "There are three girls here who, by law, require owners. And there are three humans here who are the best possible owners for the girls."

All of Master's friends spin around and look at him. But my sister's don't seem surprised by the news. It's a good idea, Master sees his friends often, and that means I will be able to see my sisters often as well!

Ignoring the looks from his friends Master carries on talking, "We plan to move in together when we attend university in the Point Loma Hub. I was thinking more student housing than a hippy commune."

"You think you have this all planned out?" Senator Lane laughs.



"We cannot understate the help these citizens have been in this operation," X says, taking a step forward. "I do hope, mister senator, you are not making light of the sacrifices these young people have made for this government? Voluntarily I might add."

The smirk is wiped from the man's face, "Well, no of course not. Undoubtedly without your help this whole situation would not have had nearly so favourable a conclusion. And of course you will be compensated accordingly."

"However, I'm afraid the girls you have rescued are simply too valuable to be left out in the world. They represent an entire new breed of Lower Vil."

"An illegal breed of Lower Vil." Master says.

"Even more reason to keep them off the streets," Senator Lane says. "I'm sorry, but simply put this government cannot risk losing such vital research."

I feel my heart sink. After everything, everything I did, everything Master did! They are going to take us away. I won't be able to escape again, and even worse I will have broken my promise to my sisters!

"That's not fair!" I say, blushing as every pair of eyes in the room turn to me.

"Rose!" All three of my sisters hiss at me.

"Whose slave is that?" Senator Lane asks, raising his eyebrows.

"She is mine," Master says fiercely.

"Then perhaps it's just as well. She's not very well trained."

"She's perfect," Master snarls. "You tell him what you think sweetie," my owner says, nodding at me.

That being taken away was unfair was what I thought, and even that I said without thinking! But, Master is counting on me to explain why I shouldn't be taken away. Even though, really, a slave shouldn't have any say on what's done with her.

"I don't want to be locked up again," I say quickly before I can lose my nerve, "I didn't do anything wrong, none of us did! We deserve to have our owners and-"

Senator Lane cuts me off, "Enough! This creature has no legal rights. She is property of this government, and I will not have her talking as if she anything but an observer here."

"The slave will speak," a new voice, low and dangerous, carries through the room. Everyone turns to the Vil. Who has finally spoken. I watch as her slave pokes a shy face out from behind the legs of her owner.

"But," Senator Lane protests.

"The slave will speak," the Vil woman says again, and I notice a few of the feathers that lay flat on her head start to rise. Though I don't know what that means.

"Go ahead, Rose," Mr. X says, not unkindly.

"We deserve to be happy," I say. "That's what I was going to say: we deserve to be happy."

Master smiles at me, and with a sudden shock I realise he's crying. Oh no, I didn't want to upset him! But there is nothing I can do to comfort him at the moment! Every set of eyes in the room turn back to Senator Lane.

"Well, we certainly won't mistreat the them," he says, apparently taken aback. "They will live in comfort with all their needs met. Everythin—"

This time it's my Master who interrupts, "Wait I know you!" he points to the Vil woman. Who looks at him in confusion for a few moments before a smile—which shows off a pair of sharp fangs—lights up her face.

"Yes, with the paper containing kindness, I am remembering," she replies. Master knows her?

"You told me I didn't understand a Lower Vil's nature," my owner says, his eyes still red. He continues speaking as he reaches over to stroke my hair, "You were right. I used to think it was simply a case of freeing them. That the only reason they act the way they do is because of how we raised them, and It would be wrong to say that there isn't some truth in that."

"But, Lower Vil are not human. They need an owner to feel safe, to give them a stable base from which to explore the world. Because when they are free to express themselves, they are curious, and loving. They make beautiful art. They love stories and they actively want to learn about the world."

"I want to give Rose and her sisters the chance to grow, we all do," he gestures to his friends, who nod, though they all look very confused. "They deserve to be happy," he finishes, looking at me with pride.

Something like a smile touches the Vil woman's face, "The slaves, they will go with these humans," she says, pointing to Master and his friends.

"And be given Ident chips," Master says, a broad smile on his face.

The woman nods.

"And the balancing agent they need to survive."

The woman nods again.

"You don't have authority here!" Senator Lane says, his face going red. "You are not in a position to give me orders!"

Mr X, who was smiling to himself moments ago, suddenly freezes, and even the black clad human guards shuffle uneasily. Everything is silent for a few moments. I notice a few more of the feather rise on the woman's head, standing up like hair. Her full, and terrifying focus is fixed on Senator Lane.

"But the potential profits!" Senator Lane gasps, his eyes darting from the Vil woman to me and back again.

The woman shows her fangs.

"What do you think of all this?" Senator Lane says, rounding on Mr. X, who shrugs.

"Given that, despite our best efforts, the compound managed to destroy roughly ninety-eight percent of any relevant data on the girls I would say this is not an advisable hill to die on."

Senator Lane blinks, shaking his head. "Oh very well then, very well! But these girls are your responsibility. I trust you are able to take care of things?"

"Of course," Mr. X says brightly. "Don't worry sir, leave everything to me."

He nods once, "Madam Zxxit'pah'rookah my apologies for that unfortunate misunderstanding. Shall we return to my office and discuss number projections?"

The Vil woman takes one last look at us, as does her Lower Vil. Before she places a hand on the girls head, and, with a smile, follows Senator Lane out of the door escorted by the two enforcers.

"What just happened?" Master asks, looking around the room.

"Politics, Mr Fallow." Mr. X says with a grin. "An impassioned stance quickly replaced by an opposing stance when the situation no longer seems favourable. Yes, it's a fair miracle indeed that I am above such things."

Returning to my side, Master grabs a pillow and pushes it behind my back. I look at him guilty, biting my bottom lip. But he just smirks at me. Across the room my sisters shyly approach their perspective new owners.

Turning his attention back to Mr. X Master frowns. "He seemed to give up on the girls very easily. Are you sure we don't have to worry about him?"

"The girls were an unexpected windfall. He would have liked to grab them up, but really, he wasn't so invested."

"But," Master says, a puzzled crease forming in on his forehead, "I thought the plan was to get the girls out. So he should have been expecting them?"

Beside the bed Thistle sinks to her knees in front of Miss Claire, who quickly pulls her to her feet. Before bending down to brush my sister's knees with her hand. I didn't know Thistle wanted a Mistress. I don't have much time to wonder about my sister though, as Mr. X's laugh draws my attention back to him.

"You think, Mr. Fallow," he says, trying to contain his laughter. "That the plan was to wait for one of the girls to get kidnapped. Find her, heal her and then employ her to go undercover in the compound and alert a passing inspection team."

"Well, when you say it like that," Master grumbles. "Fine, what was the plan?"

"We were simply going to arrest a Doctor Linda Walker, and obtain enough evidence to convince both our own and the Vil's government to launch their own investigation. However, we assumed that the girls would have been destroyed along with all other evidence, and that most of the people involved would escape justice altogether," Mr. X shrugs. "Thankfully fate and chance gave us a better, albeit more complicated, option with a very satisfactory result."

"I'm happy they didn't kill us Master," I say, looking at my sisters with a smile. Dahlia blushes as Mr. Jasper says something to her. Meanwhile Leilani and Master's slightly odd friend Theo seem to have found something to talk about. Or, at least, Theo has, and Leilani is listening intently.

"Why would they have killed them?" Mr. Jasper asks, placing a hand protectively on Dahlia's shoulder as he turns to stare at my Master. My sister's look less concerned, but in their own way, no less interested.

My owner looks to Mr. X, who nods, "Go ahead and tell them Mr. Fallow. We will have to reveal the truth publicly, now that the girls will be out in the world."

Master looks at me, before shrugging, and beginning to tell everyone all about the rescue mission and the genetic modifications. I try my best to listen. Even though it's a story I already know, but I get distracted as Mr. X walks over to me.

"You have done very well Rose," he says brightly. "Far better than even I imagined."

"Thank you, sir," I reply, the praise making my cheeks warm even when it's not coming from my Master.

"Doctor Walker sends her regards, and hopes you're okay," he says quietly. "As does Lucy."

I look at him open mouthed, feeling instantly guilty. Dr. Walker helped me escape, but I haven't thought about her even once since I woke up. I glance over at Master but he's still explaining things to his friends and my sisters.

"Dr. Walker isn't in trouble for making us?" I ask nervously, not wanting to get my friend punished.

"Well, most of the people we have enough evidence against to arrest have been split between ourselves and the Vil. They will face justice on one world or another. But, thankfully, before we could officially arrest her, Doctor Walker volunteered to help us."

I frown, "Like how Master and I volunteered to help you?"

Mr. X laughs gently, "As it happens it was just like that."

The department of Interspecies relations isn't a horrible place to live, and Mr. X isn't a horrible person. Even if he does tease my Master. I hope Dr. Walker will be okay, and she's not too sad that she can't make more girls like us.

"Can I visit Lucy?" I ask, watching my sister's touch their faces. Master must have gotten to the part in the story where we don't get any older.

Mr. X frowns, "A visit might be a little complicated to arrange, but you can always talk to her," he taps my cheek with two fingers.

I had forgotten about the communication chip! I smile. "Thank you Sir! For everything."

He looks a little taken aback, but nods and winks, "You will look after Mr. Fallow won't you? I do worry about him and the state of our education system."

Ignoring the rude comments about my Master, that may or may not be a joke, I nod enthusiastically.

"We look after each other!"

Mr. X smiles gesturing with his head to Masters friends. Who stand looking stunned. Master must have finished his story. He frowns at Mr. X, before sitting on the bed beside me and letting me cuddle against his side.

"I hope you're friends agree to be my sisters owners," I say softly.

"Me too," my owner says, watching his friends and my sisters. Before he slaps his hand to the side of his head. "I almost forgot!" he says, reaching into his pocket and pulling out a black band.

"I've been keeping this safe for you," he says, handing the object to me.

My collar!

"Thank you Master!" I gasp, letting him fix my collar around my neck.

I can't help but giggle at the looks my sisters give me!

Mr. X smiles at me, before turning his attention to Master's friends. "Well, we have some formalities to deal with," he says. "Are you all happy to take of these girls into your care?"

"Do I have a choice?" Mistress Claire asks, looking between Me, Master and Mr X.

"Not really," Master says, a smile pulling at the corner of his lips. "But we promised to protect the Lower Vil. This is our chance."

Mr Jasper, looks down at Dahlia and smiles, "I'm willing."

Mistress Claire nods slowly, taking Thistle's hand in hers. "My parents are going to give me hell for this."

Everyone's attention turns to Theo, who looks at Leilani. "Is this what you want?" he asks my sister. "I'm afraid I don't know much about being a Master, or caring for you."

"You're perfect," Leilani says, "and I want to belong to you."

Theo blushes. It must be a rare event because all of Master's friends look at each other in amazement.

"Well, that settles things," Mr X announces. "I'll arrange for ident chips to be provided," he continues, pulling his tablet from his pocket and tapping it a few times. "If you really need me then Rose knows how to contact me. Otherwise do try and stay out of trouble," he says with a small smile, before leaving the room with a final nod to my owner.

Master strokes my hair, as I watch my sister's and their new owners. Each group seems as stunned as each other. I think it's going to take my sisters a little while to get used to life outside the compound. Like it did for me. But they will get there.

"Do you think he had this all planned out?" Master asks, and I notice his gaze hasn't left the door Mr. X just left though. "Like, he knew exactly what would happen the moment he stepped into this room?"

Shrugging I reach up to kiss my owners cheek. Mr. X is smart, but I don't think he can predict the future.

"So..." Mistress Claire says, walking over with Thistle following close behind her. "What do we do now?"

Master grins at me, "I wonder if you can get pizza delivered to a hospital?"

--- --- ---

Epilogue

Dan

"Ready?" I ask, taking a final look around my bedroom.

"I think so Master," Rose replies, playing with the hem of her hoodie, well, of my hoodie. It's still too big for her, but at least she will be warm. And I can't help but appreciate how cute she looks in it.

Smiling I open my arms and she gladly falls into a hug, leaning up so that our lips meet. As always the world fades around me and all that really matters is the beautiful girl in my arms. Even now, I sometimes wake up in a panic wondering if this had all just been a dream.

"Come on you two!" Claire shots up the stairs. "We're going to miss the train."

Rose looks up at me in alarm.

"Relax," I say with a smile, "we have lots of time."

Even so I grab my suitcase, before making sure Rose has her coat, hat and gloves. It's been nearly four months since she left the hospital and she hasn't shown any symptoms in all that time. But I'm not taking any chances.

"Mr Jasper says that were we are going the weather will be hot."

"Jasper says," I correct her. "And he's right. It's on the West coast, right next to the ocean."

Apparently I didn't get the hint, because she frowns at the hat, "It will mess up my hair Master."

Ah, the hair that Jezebel did for her this morning. I throw the hat back onto the bed, before holding out the gloves. Which she dutifully puts on.

"Good girl,"

Her brilliant smile is all the reassurance I need that, despite having made leaps and bounds in the recent mouths, she still enjoys being praised. Picking up my large suitcase, I follow her out of my room and down the stairs.

Our feet crunch on the gravel as we step outside. A large hover bus sits idling at the end of the driveway near where my friends and Rose's sisters gather. My slave girl looks up at me with an unasked question, before I take her suitcase and watch as she rushes over to her siblings.

Watching her hug and nuzzle them you would think it had been weeks since they last saw each other. Instead of about nine hours. I hear someone walk up beside me and smile as Emily comes into view.

"The house is going to be very quiet without you and Rose here, Sir," she says, looking down at her feet.

I grimace. I really do feel guilty for taking Emily's friend away from her. "We'll be back at Christmas," I say apologetically. "It's not so long, and you have our number so you can talk to Rose and me whenever you want."

She nods slowly, still looking down.

I learn over and pull her into a side hug, "Of course, Mum and Dad are going to want to visit. And the Point Loma hub just so happens to have the biggest sea life zoo in the world. If you're interested in that kind of thing?"

My father's slave beams at me, "Yes sir!" she says. "May I go and say goodbye to Rose?"

"Of course. If you can pry her away from Dahlia that is."

The rest of my family step out of the house a few moments later. I almost laugh at the different levels of dress on display. My dad is wearing his finest suit, while mum is in her weekend clothes. Jezebel is still in her yellow nightdress.

"My little guys off to university," my mum says, wrapping me in a bone crushing hug. "Do you have your sun-cream? How about your swim trunks? And a sun hat? You still remember how to swim if you go into the sea, right?"

I laugh, "I have all of that!"

"And yes, I remember how to swim. Gotta learn how to surf though."

"Sorry," Mum says, sounding embarrassed. "Just, natural for a mother to worry."

"I understand," I say, glancing over at Rose, who is hugging Emily tightly.

"Good luck son," my father says, offering his hand.

Ignoring his outstretched hand, I pull him into a hug. "Thanks Dad," I say, "for everything."

"Do me proud son," he says gruffly, pulling away.

"I'll see you soon little brother," Jezebel says with a smirk. "You're not allowed to be the only one enjoying the golden coast."

Laughing, I hug her. Before taking a step back to look at my family, my home, my life.

"Better go before you get in trouble," Mum says with a soft smile, pointing behind me.

Claire is glaring at me, repeatedly checking the watch on her wrist. I wave at her and take one last look back, before pulling mine and Rose's suitcase over to the bus. I meet her by the door, the two of us being the last to get on.

"Ready for another adventure?" I ask.

"As long as it's with you Master!" she says, a wide smile on her face.

--- --- ---

The End
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