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Chapter 1: Buy Me

“Dr. Banion?” Sylvia said quietly, stepping up behind the man as he left the St. Lawrence sanctuary. “Dr. Banion?”

Eddie Banion heard the second use of his name, turned slowly, was surprised to see a teenaged girl standing there, looking at him with a mix of fear and determination. Most of his computer engineering students were in their 20s, a slight majority of them were male, and none of them went to St. Lawrence Episcopal Church.

“Yes?” he said.

“I’m Sylvia Planchette,” the girl said, stepping up to him and offering her hand in a way that made it clear this wasn’t a normal behavior, that she was trying very hard to be formal. “It’s encouragingly nice to meet your . . . to make your acquaintanceship.”

“Yes, Ms. Planchette,” Eddie said, smiling and taking the proffered hand. “You go to church here?”

“I’ve been coming for a few years, since we moved here,” Sylvia said. “I’ve known who you were, but it was my error of not introducing myself previously.”

“Well, it happened today,” Eddie said, trying to make a joke where there was none, in the hopes he could get this girl to relax. Most likely, she was taking a computer course in high school, and she’d been assigned to interview someone respected in the field for extra credit, and she’d done enough research to discover one of the field’s luminaries attended her own church. Either that, or she was trying to get into Duke University and thought he could grease the wheels.

If only it were that easy.

She didn’t quite look the part, however, of someone with a future in computer science. Maybe it was the dark eyes, or the thick brown hair, or the sharp chin. She could be a model, maybe, if someone could dress her better. Not that what she was wearing wasn’t nice. It was just probably a few years past its prime, an orange sleeveless dress and a white sweater whose upper buttons were about to pop under the weight of a maturing bustline.

“I do appreciate the introduction,” Eddie said. “And if there’s ever anything I can do for you, please let me know.”

“Well, affirmatively,” Sylvia began, “there actually is a thing you could do for me. I think it might be appropriate if we were to have some discretion.”

They’d been walking slowly–drifting might be a better word–toward the social hall, but Eddie nodded and turned right, toward the classrooms, and although he was puzzled, there were no misgivings so far.

He pushed his way into one of the hall’s smaller classrooms, regularly used by an adult Sunday school group, and he sat at the head of the table and looked up at Sylvia, who remained standing for some reason.

“Please take a seat,” he said, and only then did she lower herself into a chair, several spaces away from his, and now she was staring at him, her mind so full of thoughts apparently they were all jammed up at her mouth.

“Is this enough discretion?” he asked, motioning to the still-open door.

“I think it will suffice,” Sylvia said with a nod. “Thanks very much for interlocuting me.”

Eddie laughed. “Well, we really haven’t talked yet,” he said. “Did you have something specific you wanted to ask me?”

Sylvia breathed in, cleared her throat, hunched forward.

“Yes,” she said. “I did. I . . . I wanted to know if you would have an interest in buying me.”


Chapter 2: Returned

The truck's engine cut off, and Olivia heard Glen's door open and slam shut. She remained still in the bed of the pickup, her body aching from being staked out in his yard for most of the previous day. The sun had baked her skin until Justine finally brought her inside after dark, her shoulders and breasts a painful pink that would darken to red by morning.

Glen had used her three more times after the staking, all in her pussy, before finally unhooking her from the augered stakes and dragging her inside to sleep on the floor of his bedroom like a dog. No blanket, no pillow, just the hardwood floor and her chains. She'd barely slept, shivering through the night, listening to his snoring above her.

He fucked her one last time before dawn.

Now, in the early morning light, she heard his boots crunch on gravel as he walked to the tailgate. It crashed open.

"Out," he said simply.

Olivia slid to the edge on her bottom, her chains rattling. The movement sent fresh waves of pain through her sunburn, which covered the entire front of her body, including her most sensitive areas. She'd learned quickly not to argue with Glen about anything. She slid her legs over the edge, felt for the ground with her bare feet, and dropped down. The pavement was cold and rough.

Glen clipped her leash to her collar and led her up toward the loading dock at the back of the store. It was 6:47 AM according to the digital clock mounted over the door, more than an hour before SubjectSmart opened to customers. The sky was just beginning to lighten, dark purple giving way to gray.

"Early drop-off," Glen said to no one in particular as they reached the metal door. He pounded on it with his fist. "Ralph! Got a return!"

Olivia stood shivering, naked and chained, trying to hold still so her sunburned skin wouldn't stretch. She was desperately thirsty. Glen had given her water twice yesterday, but not nearly enough, and nothing since last night.

The door swung open, revealing Ralph in his standard khaki uniform, looking half-awake and holding a steaming mug of coffee.

"Jesus Christ, Glen," Ralph said, taking in Olivia's condition while he motioned them both inside. "What the fuck did you do to her?"

"Nothing that wasn't allowed," Glen said dismissively. He thrust the clipboard he'd been carrying at Ralph. "Check the contract. No permanent damage."

Ralph set his coffee mug on a nearby shelf and took the clipboard, scanning the return paperwork while Olivia stood between them like a piece of furniture being exchanged. She kept her eyes down, not wanting to meet either man's gaze.

"She's sunburned as hell," Ralph said.

"That ain't permanent," Glen insisted. "It'll heal in a few days. I brought her back on time, no injuries. You gonna process the return or what?"

Ralph sighed and pulled a small handheld scanner from his belt. He waved it over the chip in Olivia's back, and it beeped. He glanced at the screen, then at Olivia's body, making his own assessment.

"Turn around," he told her.

Olivia shuffled in a slow circle, her chains scraping the concrete of the delivery area. She felt Ralph's eyes cataloging every mark on her body—the burns on her wrists and ankles from the leather straps, the still-visible imprints of the chains that had held her spread-eagled in Glen's yard, the angry pink sunburn covering her face, breasts, belly, and legs.

"Face me again," Ralph said.

She obeyed. Ralph stepped closer and, without warning, grabbed her jaw and tilted her head back, examining her face and neck. Then his hands moved to her breasts, squeezing them roughly, checking for damage. Olivia gasped at the pain—her sunburned skin screaming in protest—but she didn't pull away. She knew better.

"Open your mouth."

She opened it. Ralph peered inside, presumably checking her teeth, then released her jaw and moved his hands lower. One hand grabbed her hip while the other went between her legs. Two thick fingers pushed inside her vagina without ceremony, feeling around, then withdrew.

"Turn around and bend over."

Olivia turned and bent at the waist, her chains forcing her hands close to her knees. She heard Glen chuckle behind her as Ralph spread her ass cheeks and examined her anus. After yesterday, she felt raw and used back there, but Glen had apparently stopped short of causing actual tearing.

"Alright, stand up," Ralph said.

Olivia straightened, wincing.

Ralph grabbed his scanner again and made some notes on the screen. "She's dehydrated," he said to Glen. "And you clearly overexposed her to the sun. But no bleeding, no broken bones, no permanent marks. I'll accept the return, but I'm noting the condition."

"Fine," Glen said. He handed Ralph the leash. "She was a good fuck, I'll give her that. Might rent her again if she's still around next time."

"Yeah, well, good luck with that," Ralph muttered. He signed the clipboard and handed it back to Glen. "She's popular. You got her this time because you were here when the store opened. Next time, she might already be gone."

Glen shrugged and turned to leave. He didn't say goodbye to Olivia, didn't acknowledge her at all. He just walked back to his truck, climbed in, and drove away, leaving her standing with Ralph.

"Come on," Ralph said, tugging on her leash.

He led her inside the warm building. The loading dock area was a utilitarian space—concrete floors, metal shelving units stacked with boxes, a desk with a computer where Ralph presumably logged arrivals and departures.

Ralph pulled her to a corner where a garden hose was coiled on the wall next to a floor drain. "Hold still," he said.

He turned on the hose and sprayed her down with cold water. Olivia gasped and shuddered as the stream hit her sunburned skin, but she didn't protest. The water was freezing, but it felt good on her burns after the initial shock, and washed away the worst of the dirt and sweat from Glen's farm.

"Turn around."

She turned slowly, letting him rinse her back, her ass, her legs. When he was satisfied, he turned off the hose.

"Dry yourself," he said, pointing to a stack of industrial gray towels on a shelf.

Olivia took one and patted herself dry as gently as she could, trying not to aggravate her sunburn, her chains swinging dangerously close to her flesh. The towel was rough and smelled faintly of bleach, but it was clean.

"Ralph?" she ventured quietly. It was the first words she'd spoken since Glen had picked her up yesterday morning.

"Yeah?"

"Could I have some water? To drink?"

He looked at her for a moment, his expression unreadable, then nodded. He walked to a small refrigerator in the corner, pulled out a plastic bottle of water, and brought it back to her.

"Thank you," she whispered.

"Hold your hands up."

She raised her manacled wrists as high as the chains would allow. Ralph unlocked one cuff, and Olivia nearly sobbed with relief as her hands came apart for the first time in over twenty-four hours. She unscrewed the cap with shaking hands and drank greedily, the cold water soothing her parched throat.

"Slow down or you'll make yourself sick," Ralph warned.

Olivia forced herself to slow down, taking smaller sips. When the bottle was half empty, she paused and looked at Ralph uncertainly.

"Finish it," he said. "I'll get you another."

She drank the rest while Ralph retrieved a second bottle from the fridge. When she was done with the first, he handed her the second, and she drank it too, more slowly this time.

"Better?" he asked when she was done.

She nodded, not trusting her voice.

Ralph took the empty bottles from her and tossed them into a recycling bin. Then he grabbed her wrist—not roughly, but firmly—and snapped the cuff back on.

"Gotta follow procedure," he said, almost apologetically.

"I know," Olivia whispered.

He checked his watch. It was just after seven. The store wouldn't open for another half hour, and Fallon was probably still getting set up in her office.

"Alright, let's get you back to your cage," Ralph said, picking up her leash. "Unless..."

He trailed off, and Olivia felt her stomach tighten. She knew what he was thinking. She'd been through this the night she first arrived—Ralph "sampling" the new merchandise in the receiving area. That was standard for new arrivals, apparently. But this wasn't a new arrival. This was a return.

"Unless what?" she asked, even though she knew.

Ralph was quiet for a moment, studying her. His eyes traveled over her body again, lingering on her breasts, the pink triangle between her legs.

"You look like you've had a rough time," he said finally. "Glen's a piece of work. Most of the girls who come back from his place look about like you do."

Olivia said nothing. There was nothing to say.

"Tell you what," Ralph continued. "How about I skip the usual receiving protocol this morning? You've been through enough, and I got paperwork to do anyway."

Olivia felt a wave of relief so intense it made her knees weak. "Thank you," she breathed.

"Don't mention it," Ralph said. He tugged on her leash. "Come on. Let's get you home."

He led her through the back corridors of the store, past the break room where she could smell fresh coffee brewing, past storage areas and offices, until they reached the double doors that led to the subject rental department. Ralph pushed through them, and Olivia found herself back in the familiar space, the rows of stacked cages, the sleeping forms of her fellow subjects visible in some of them.

Ralph walked her to her cage, in the middle of the second row, third from the bottom. The same cage she'd left three mornings ago when her first renter, a nice man named Brian, had paid for two days. That felt like a lifetime ago now.

"In you go," Ralph said, unlocking the cage door and unclipping her leash.

Olivia climbed in, the familiar confines actually feeling like a refuge after Glen's farm. Ralph secured her door, unlocked her ankle shackles first, then her wrist cuffs. He gathered up the chains and hung them on the peg next to the cage.

"There's biscuits and water in your dispenser," he said. "Get some rest. Hopefully Fallon won’t let you go out again until you’ve recovered a little."

"Thank you, Ralph," Olivia said again.

He nodded, locked the cage door, then turned and walked down the aisle. Olivia heard the double doors swing shut behind him, and then she was alone in the pre-dawn quiet of the rental department.

She lay down on the thin pad that served as her mattress and pulled the blanket over herself, despite the store's warmth. Her sunburned skin protested, but she needed the comfort of being covered more than she needed to avoid the pain.

From the cage above hers, she heard a sleepy voice.

"Olivia? That you?"

It was Harper.

"Yeah," Olivia whispered back.

"You okay?"

Olivia was quiet for a long moment. Was she okay? She'd been staked out naked in the sun for hours. Used anally first, then vaginally, repeatedly by a man who disgusted her. Denied food and water. Treated like an animal. Returned to SubjectSmart like a piece of defective equipment.

But she was back in her cage. She had water. She was alive.

"I'm okay," she said finally.

"Rough one?" Harper asked.

"Yeah."

"Glen?"

"How'd you know?"

"He always goes for the new girls," Harper said. "Only rents them once, then moves on to the next one. You won't see him again."

Olivia absorbed this information. "That's... something, I guess."

"Get some sleep," Harper said gently. "Fallon will probably put you on rest today. You won't get rented looking like that."

Olivia hoped Harper was right. The thought of being rented again today, of having to perform for another customer, was more than she could bear right now.

She closed her eyes and tried to sleep, but every time she started to drift off, she felt the phantom sensation of the sun burning her skin, of Glen's weight on her, of the stakes holding her immobile in his yard.

It would be a long time before she forgot yesterday.

Around her, the other subjects began to stir as morning approached. She heard the familiar sounds of buckets being used, blankets being folded, quiet conversations between neighbors. The daily routine of SubjectSmart's rental inventory beginning again.

And somewhere in the building, Ralph was probably filing his report on her return, noting her condition, documenting the state she'd been returned in.

Just another transaction. Just another rental successfully completed and returned.

Olivia pulled the blanket tighter and waited for Fallon to arrive.


Chapter 3: Morning Rounds

Along with the usual challenges, Fallon Wales had something new to worry about when she got to the Durham store on that cold April morning: a lawyer named Annabelle. A lawyer who was also a subject, oddly enough, whose arrival by standard shipping crate had not been pre-announced, and whose management had landed squarely on Fallon’s plate.

Annabelle had arrived late the previous day, just another naked, collared girl in a cage, buxom and pretty and looking the part of someone you’d rent for sex, but spouting the highly unlikely story that she was there under mysterious corporate auspices of some kind to conduct due diligence, possibly in preparation for a merger of some kind but that wasn’t clear. Because she hadn’t been forewarned, Fallon’s first scramble was to verify the girl’s story, and by the time she’d done that, it was the end of her shift. Fortunately, Annabelle had arrived with no expectations of special treatment, and in fact seemed grateful to be caged overnight with the rental inventory.

But the girl–Annabelle Tillman, her full name was–would be needing things today, and Fallon was going to have to squeeze it all in.

“Good morning, everyone,” Fallon said, flashing on and off the lights to begin her morning rounds.

There were other things to worry about besides Annabelle. There were always other things to worry about.

Stacey was still on her period, meaning she would be the best choice for display model today, but her mother had shown up for the girl’s birthday yesterday, and it hadn’t gone well and Stacey had returned to her cage a little shaken up at the end of the day. Was she still depressed today? Fallon didn’t want to chance it. A sad display girl was terrible for business, and rightly so. A key to the success of modern slavery was the illusion that the slaves were happy. Renters and buyers were very sensitive on that score. Show them a morose subject and the guilt would drive them away.

Further, something had happened with Dak’s last rental. An embittered tradwife named Margaret had taken him for the day, and something had gone awry, but Fallon wasn’t completely clear what. Dak was positive there would be retribution. Something about the woman’s husband, possibly. But if Fallon wanted to start getting into the personal dramas of her inventory and their renters, that’s all she’d do.

Two subjects, a Northern European male named Linus, and a woman in her 30s named Kim, were reaching the end of their rental life, Fallon suspected. Both were losing that spark you want to see, their lackluster eyes staring out of their cages, just waiting for the next renter, and return rentals were tapering off for both of them. No one was complaining, so far, no one was demanding a refund, but that would come soon enough.

And then there was Olivia, a close acquaintance when they were in nursing school together before Fallon dropped out. Now they were back together, but in a very different context. Fallon was a rental manager at SubjectSmart, and Olivia was SubjectSmart rental inventory, and the awkwardness was so thick you could cut it with a knife. Olivia had been a star student, someone Fallon and the rest of the class had looked up to. But because Olivia had chosen to pursue a doomed career at a doomed hospital, rendering her unable to repay her student loans and thus convert her to property, it was Fallon’s job to cage her former classmate, to optimize her sexual use, and to chain her hand and foot when someone wanted to pay to bring her to their homes.

“Good morning, Harper, how are we doing?” Fallon said, pausing at every cage to make sure the product therein was of sound enough mind and body to perform for the day’s renters. “Hey, Maria, sleep well? Linus, hanging in there? What’s up, Dak?”

“Hey, Fallon,” Dak said, a cloud darkening his usually bright, sex-starved countenance. “Anyone out there yet looking for me?”

“Like who?” Fallon asked.

“Blond guy, chipmunk teeth, probably smiling to hide his fucked up heart.”

“Fucked up heart?” Fallon said, not sounding particularly concerned.

“Trust me, Fallon,” Dak said, lowering his voice and pressing his face against the bars. “Some shit went down. Some of it’s–”

“Hey, Dak, can this wait?” Fallon said, holding up a hand.

“No, please, I gotta tell you this,” Dak begged. “Take just a second. So, yeah, it’s on me, what happened, but I never told you that. This lady–Maggie, oh my god–incredible fuck, just so innocent and dirty at the same time. But she was on a, on a fucking mission, you know? Pissed at the world, getting her revenge, made me a party to it . . . and who ya think they’re gonna go after?”

“Whatever,” Fallon said. “But you know that never really happens, right? People get it. They know you’re just obeying orders. In the end, they work it out, or they go their separate ways, and when there’s any blame, they blame each other.”

“I hope,” Dak said. “I really do. But promise me, if a dude who looks like a buck-toothed human-squirrel hybrid shows up, you won’t rent me to him.”

“Why would he rent you?”

“Uh, murder?” Dak proposed.

“He’ll lose his deposit,” Fallon promised.

“Oooh,” Dak said.

“And then, he owes replacement value.”

“Oh, I’m sure he’ll pay that,” Dak noted.

“And we’ll report him,” Fallon continued. “To the cops.”

“Oh, now that you put it that way, I guess I’ve got nothing to worry about.”

“Dak,” Fallon said with the cold, sober tone she used for her most serious conversations with the product. “I understand you’re worried. I know some rental encounters can really stick with you. Especially you, because you’re sensitive. But you’re right on the verge of getting your penis caged for a week, and I’m not above prodding your scrotum too. So just chill out, please. The safest place for you is going to be with another renter, and people aren’t going to rent you if you’re looking over your shoulder like some kind of, um, Nervous Nellie.”

“Nervous Nellie?” Dak said, looking disappointed.

“Yeah, Nervous Nellie.”

“How about, um, Distraught Dak?”

“How about Needlessly Worried Dak?” Fallon said, prompting a solid laugh from the subject.

“You see, that’s what I like about you, Fallon,” Dak said. “You’re a rule-breaker. You’re a renegade.”

“Right,” Fallon said.

“Wanna fuck?”’

“No,” she said, “but I appreciate the offer.”

Fallon saved Olivia and Annabelle for last, because these were the two most difficult, and they were caged close to each other anyway.

Annabelle was already awake, sitting cross-legged and naked in her cage and actually looking, if this was possible, somewhat lawyerly, her demeanor calm and professional.

“Hello, Ms. Wales,” Annabelle said, arching one eyebrow ironically. The girl had a sense of humor, it seemed.

“Hey, Annabelle, you slept okay?”

“I never do when I get to a new place, the first night. But my neighbors were quiet.” Annabelle looked through the bars at Olivia, sleeping uncovered, her skin cruelly burned. “Is she always that red?” Annabelle asked, lowering her voice.

“I think she was outside yesterday,” Fallon said, wincing as she inspected her former classmate’s body. “On her back, probably. So what do we need to do today?”

“When you have time,” Annabelle said, “I’d just like to look around the store a little, ask some questions.”

“And . . . how do I . . .” Fallon stammered. “I’ve never had to handle someone doing legal work before.”

“The contract says we’ll follow convention,” Annabelle said. “I’ll stay naked, and whatever restraints you use are fine.”

“Okay,” Fallon said. “Let me get a few things taken care of, I’ll be back as soon as I can be.”

“Don’t hurry,” Annabelle said graciously. “I’m actually learning a lot right here. You don’t mind if I chat with the inventory, do you?”

“Not at all,” Fallon said.

“Oh,” Olivia groaned from her cage as Fallon walked away. “Oh, my god, it hurts,” she moaned, looking around and scowling, barely noticing the new girl next to her. She didn’t move more than necessary as every motion intensified her pain from a second-degree sunburn on the front of her body, including the places that had never before been exposed to the sun’s cruel rays.

“Hey,” Annabelle said softly, voice rich with sincere sympathy.

“Hey,” Olivia whispered. “I’m Olivia.”

“Annabelle. Really sorry about your . . . I’m assuming that’s sunburn?”

Olivia strained to look up. “Yeah, it is. Me too.”

“Where were you?”

“Some farm outside of town,” Olivia whispered, as if more volume would be painful.

“You were doing agricultural work?” Annabelle said, unable to resist the patter of cross-examination. “On your back?”

“No, I was doing sex work on my back,” Olivia said bitterly. “And being tortured for no good reason.”

“Tortured,” Annabelle said, nodding in the way she’d learned would prompt the other party to explain.

“Yeah, by a couple who have it in for pretty girls, and this is how they get even.”

“Can you tell me a little more about their methods? How exactly were they torturing you?”

“They staked me out in the yard, in the sun, all afternoon. I prayed for rain but…” She rolled onto her side with excruciating effort.

“Oh, sweetie, that’s got to hurt,” Annabelle said.

“I have to pee.”

“Yes, go right ahead,” Annabelle said. “I promise I won’t stare.”

Olivia gingerly moved to her bucket and took the lid off, then squatted, urinated, and wiped with moans and whimpers.

“That was the extent of the torture?” Annabelle asked, looking away from Olivia but listening carefully.

“Why, Annabelle?” she said with a sudden impatience. “What does it matter to you?”

Annabelle recoiled slightly. She’d obviously misread the room a bit. Of course, this was a new room, nothing like any place Annabelle had ever been before. “Okay, sorry, reset,” she said quickly. “I thought you’d heard Fallon and me. I’m doing legal work. Didn’t mean to cross-examine you, but knowing your story would be very helpful.”

Olivia nodded but said nothing at first. Then she resumed her supine position and sighed. “You’re a lawyer?”

“I am. Here to do a little due diligence. But also a subject, obviously. And in some respects, a rental property. But my clients are a little less . . . volatile, shall we say.”

Olivia turned her head and looked into Annabelle’s cage. “How does that work?”

“You really want to know?” Annabelle said, surprised by the question. “I don’t want to bore you.”

“I do.”

“Okay, briefly then, my mother had me after she became a subject, so I grew up a subject, but with a lot of privileges, which I try to be grateful for every day. I went to college, got into law school, but I’m still property of my mother’s owner, and he’s doing a long-term rental with a mergers and acquisitions company in Colorado Springs. And I’ve been sent here to do a little in-person due diligence.”

“Okay,” Olivia said.

“Your turn,” Annabelle said.

“I was a nurse,” Olivia began. “I got through nursing school on student loans, but I defaulted when the hospital in my hometown closed down.”

“Ah, the debtors,” Annabelle said, nodding sympathetically. “You’re in very good company.”

Olivia rolled her eyes. “It doesn’t feel like it.”

“How long have you been here?”

“Just a few days. The first man who rented me was really nice. I mean, he used me for sex and all, but he treated me pretty well, all in all.” She moaned as she shifted her weight in the small cage.

“Have the farming couple been reported?” Annabelle asked.

“Actually,” Suzanne, the girl on the other side of Olivia, said in a voice loud enough to carry to Annabelle’s cage. “They’re regular customers of this place. They always rent the pretty new girls as soon as the store puts them up for rental, and they always stake them in the sun, weather permitting.”

“Okay,” Annabelle said. “I’m asking professionally. What other tortures do they employ, and are they ever reported?”

Olivia winced. “They beat me,” she whispered.

“Beat,” Annabelle said. “With what? And I’m asking as someone who’s gotten the paddle a few times.”

“The guy whipped me with his belt.”

“May I see the marks?”

Olivia moved with careful effort to show her bottom to the lawyer-slave in the next cage. “It wasn’t that bad, but I didn’t expect it. I mean, I didn’t do anything wrong.”

“Oh, they beat all the girls, too,” said Suzanne, a lean Black girl with straight blonde hair who might have been surprised to learn she was descended from the victims of America’s first foray into the institution of owning other people. “They never go so far as to lose their privileges, but they’ve lost their deposit on occasion.”

“So, there are consequences if the beating is severe enough,” Annabelle said, looking at the light pink welts on Olivia’s rear.

“So we’ve been told by Fallon,” Suzanne continued. “Who knows for certain?”

“For standard corporal punishment, it’s your word against theirs, I’m guessing,” Annabelle said. “But the sunburn seems a little gratuitous. It’s why I’m focusing on that.”

“What are you going to do?” Suzanne asked. “Can you report them? Or get them arrested?”

“No,” Annabelle replied flatly. “My focus is strictly on . . . let’s call it operational concerns. Are there sufficient protections in place to prevent accelerated inventory degradation? And the fact nothing will be done about severe sunburn raises questions.”

“Wait,” Suzanne said. “You’re going to report Fallon then?”

“No,” Annabelle said with a laugh. “I’m not going to report anyone. I’m here to understand how things are done, what happens, what life is like, generally, so I can put together an organizational profile, and . . . well, that’s a bit more jargon than anyone needs, but I’m just here to learn.”

“I’m back,” Fallon announced, making her way first to Olivia’s cage, where she held up a green bottle. “Aloe. Put it wherever it hurts.”

“Thanks,” Olivia said.

“Now,” Fallon said, giving her full attention to Annabelle. “You want the run of the store?”

“Whatever you have time to show me,” Annabelle replied. “I really appreciate it.”

“I’ll do what I can,” Fallon said. “If corporate had given me a little more notice, I would have been much better prepared. But if you can tell me how you need to be set up, I’ll get you out of that cage and into the store.”

“Do whatever’s protocol for a subject who’s free to roam without leaving the store,” Annabelle said.

“I’ve got some discretion there,” Fallon said. “If I’m taking someone to rental display, it’s usually four-point, hands and feet, but for the shower it can be just shackles sometimes, or . . . okay, do you need to take notes?”

“I’ve gotten rather good at memorizing things,” Annabelle said, “given I don’t always have my arms free while I’m working on site. But if you could leave my hands relatively free, and if you had something I could write with, that wouldn’t hurt.”

“Sure, I can give you a pad and put your hands up front,” Fallon said, pausing to consider options. “Tell you what. Can you be my guinea pig?”

“Elaborate,” Annabelle replied gamely.

“We’ve just gotten a new line in, of what are called anal tethers,” Fallon said. “They go up your butt and lock and are supposedly convenient and as secure as chains. We’ve sold a few, but I haven’t used one yet. I’m a little hesitant about putting it up one of our girls and finding out it doesn’t keep her from running off. But if you don’t mind wearing one in addition to some of our less restrictive chains . . . well, have you ever worn one before?”

“I haven’t,” Annabelle said. “I’m not sure I’ve ever seen one in use.”

“Want to try it?”

“I’ll take a look, but I might want the standard four-point.”

“Okay, be right back,” Fallon said.

“You’re going to walk around the store?” Olivia asked Annabelle.

“Doing a little fact-finding,” Annabelle replied. “Part of my legal work.”

“For who?” Suzanne asked.

“Several parties,” Annabelle replied evasively. “SubjectSmart being one though, obviously. Honestly, I’m not sure about the others. Bit of a mystery where that’s concerned. But even if I knew, I couldn’t say. I’ve probably already said more than I should. You probably shouldn’t even know I’m here, but once they put me in a rental cage with everyone else, staying mum was sort of moot. Of course, I’m always glad to discuss general principles of law, if anyone needs a nap.”

While they were conversing, Olivia slathered Aloe on herself and moaned occasionally until the gel eased her pain. “God, I wish I’d gone to law school.” Then she looked at Annabelle. “But maybe not.”

“You would have done well,” Annabelle said. “Nursing school’s harder, but I’ve always been drawn to law.”

“How did you pay for law school?” Suzanne asked.

“A scholarship here and there, and a very generous owner,” Annabelle replied.

“Who still owns you?”

“Yes, he’s renting me to an M&A firm in Colorado.”

“Is your being here going to make life worse for us?” Suzanne asked.

Annabelle, sitting with her legs crossed, held up both hands as though surrendering. “I hope it’s going to make things better, but I have no control over that. Way above my pay grade.”

“So, you’ve been a slave your whole life?” Olivia asked. “I thought slavery was just reintroduced a few years ago.”

“No, it’s been close to 30 years now,” Annabelle said. “The history’s fairly interesting, if you get a chance to look it up. It was started up a little slowly, to make sure it would work, and it did. My mother offered herself to a buyer when she was about my age, she had me after she was converted, and that made me her owner’s property.”

“I had no idea,” Olivia said, more to herself than anyone.

“Sorry for the delay,” Fallon said as she approached Annabelle’s cage, a length of chain looped around her hand. “I had a few options to choose from, and then of course there’s the paperwork of taking a product off the shelf.”

“Glad to wait,” Annabelle said. “So let’s see what you found.”

Fallon uncoiled the loop of chain, held the two ends out before her. “Four feet,” she said. “For our purposes, that seemed like the logical length.”

“What other choices are you selling?” Annabelle asked, peering at the plug end of the restraint.

“Two feet, six feet, and ten,” Fallon replied.

“Ten seems a little long to walk someone on,” Annabelle said.

“That’s not for walking,” Fallon said. “It’s part of what they call a tethering solution. You can add a chain of any length to it, or just go with 10 if that’s all the freedom that’s needed.”

“Was there any guidance on the package?” Annabelle asked.

“Guidance?”

“Recommended uses, duration, legal concerns?”

“Oh, probably,” Fallon said. “The packaging is in my office, if you want to read it, but I didn’t have time to.”

“I’d like to take a look,” Annabelle said. “Believe it or not, a lot of this is new to me. I’ve never seen this side of the industry.”

“I’ll give you as much information as I have time for,” Fallon said. “Ready to try it?”

“May I see the plug first?” Annabelle said, leaning forward.

Fallon held up the thin black plug at the end of the leash.

“This goes inside you, obviously,” Fallon said. “And then, after it’s in, uh, you push it, here . . . there’s a button here, and, yeah.”

The plug emitted a quiet click, and a set of six short pegs angled away from the mid point of the device’s shaft.

“Ah, I see,” Annabelle said nervously. “I assume you have a key.”

“Yeah.”

“Would you mind unlocking it?” Annabelle said, adding as Fallon rummaged through her skirt pocket. “Excess of caution, probably, but I want to make sure unlocking can be done without too much trouble. Considering where it’s supposed to go.”

Fallon found the key, slipped it into the hole in the plug’s base, and the six pegs angled back against the shaft.

“I would think hygiene is a concern,” Annabelle noted next.

“This is part of a whole line,” Fallon said. “There’s a solution you soak it in, a few kinds of lubricant, some things you can put on the anus if it gets irritated.”

“Okay, let’s give it a try,” Annabelle said, partly reassured, and she turned in the cage and eased backward, pressing herself against the bars.

“Supposedly, you can put this in without lubrication, which saves us some trouble,” Fallon said, touching the tip of the device to Annabelle’s rear hole.

“Slowly, please,” Annabelle said, grimacing nervously.


Chapter 4: A Proposal Over Lunch

“Buying you?” Dr. Eddie Banion said to Sylvia Plechette, certain he hadn’t heard right.

“As a subject,” Silvia explained.

“You mean, as an . . . an owned person?” Eddie said. Like many Americans, his unfamiliarity with modern slavery extended to what words to use, and he furrowed his substantial brow at the girl, an expression he used all the time at school when trying to understand a student’s question, or when choosing the best way to tell them they were completely wrong about something. He was not a traditionally handsome man, his head a little larger than you’d expect for his 6-foot-2 frame, his black eyebrows thick, his black hair too unruly to be combed or brushed, his eyes dark and piercing. But there was an innate kindness to his disposition, if you looked for it.

“A subject,” Sylvia said, squirming uncomfortably against the hard plastic chair in the church classroom. “But yeah. Owned. By you.”

“Oh,” he said, relieved. “Okay, I’m very sorry. I’m Eddie Banion. Edward Banion. I teach IT–information technology–at Duke. I don’t think I can help you, but if you can tell me who you were looking for, I might know them.”

“It’s definitely you,” Sylvia said, adding with a laugh. “I sort of have a file on you. Went to MIT for your Ph.D. Been teaching at Duke for 9 years. I know the books you wrote, and the articles. Like, you authoritated, like, 157.”

“I didn’t write that many,” Eddie said with a laugh. “I co-author a lot, though. People want to add my name sometimes, and I’ll let them if I can take any credit at all.”

“See, that’s just it,” Sylvia said.

“What’s just it?” Eddie said.

“People really admire you. And you’re very successful. A lot of people like that have bought someone, and own someone now.”

Eddie shook his head, because this odd girl had somehow conflated two unrelated things, like one of his students trying to use Abergis II to write an iPhone app. But Dr. Edward Banion wasn’t just an admired figure in the IT world–he was also a teacher as that term is used in a classical sense, someone who truly wished to impart his knowledge for the benefit of others. It was in his nature to explain, guide, mentor, so although no one was paying him to assist this poor girl, he couldn’t simply walk away.

“All right,” he said, holding up his hands. “Miss, Miss . . .”

“Planchette.”

“Miss Planchette, I . . . you . . . I’m just not the person you’re looking for. I don’t know anything about . . . buying a person. I don’t need a person. And I really . . . I would question your plan. If I even understand it. Which I probably don’t. But becoming someone’s, someone’s property . . . I can’t imagine why anyone would want to do that. I’d suggest you do a little more research, maybe investigate other options. Not knowing anything about you, of course, but this is a very serious step. Not something you–”

“I really don’t have any other options,” Sylvia said.

“Okay, I’ll take your word for it,” Eddie said. “So, just for the sake of argument . . I’d imagine, you need to find a buyer. There must be a site for that? Listings? There might even be, what, brokers? So that’s where I’d suggest you begin. But again, only if you truly have no other options.”

“I have no other options,” she said with certainty.

“Do you have parents?” Eddie asked.

“I have parents, but they are not an option,” Sylvia said.

“Tell me about that,” Eddie said, believing the quickest path around this girl was through. Things couldn’t be that hopeless. She just needed to talk to the right person. And maybe Eddie wasn’t the right person, but he was going to try.

“Mom’s got COPD,” Sylvia said. “Dad’s got recurring leukemia. They don’t have insurance and they’re a bankruptcy, and the courts have given them a fiscalization that doesn’t include me.”

“I’m sorry,” Eddie said sincerely, because this was worse than he’d expected.

“I skipped too much class taking care of them,” Sylvia continued, “so I flunked out, no high school diploma, and when you’re 19 and you don’t have that, people start judging you. Even fast-food managers. And then . . . the way I look, okay?”

“Okay,” Eddie agreed, not quite sure what he was agreeing to.

“It doesn’t help,” Sylvia said. “People tell me to do strip clubs, do something online. But no, I’m contrary to those subject matters. None of them are long term. You progress from your age. And once you perform in those spheres . . . people remember. Records are constructed.”

Eddie listened, digested, reached a conclusion.

“Okay, Miss Planchette,” he said. “Here’s–”

“You can call me Sylvia.”

“Okay, Sylvia. Your parents need to get on disability, number one. And then you–”

“They’re already on it,” Sylvia said. “Sorry for interrupting you, Dr. Banion, but they are. That’s where the spending plan comes from. That’s their only money. And I’m not included in the plan, because of my age.”

Eddie nodded. He was beginning to suspect that Sylvia and her family had already considered every option he could think of, and he was insulting the girl by tossing out obvious ideas. But if selling herself was her only plan, someone else was going to have to buy her.

“Our food just ran out,” she added.

“I hope your parents don’t starve too,” Eddie said.

“Meals are being delivered, just enough for them.”

“I’ll buy you lunch,” Eddie said. He’d been planning to get something at Forrester’s anyway, because none of his regular Sunday lunch crowd were at church today.

“That’s very nice of you,” Sylvia said. “Can we use lunch to discuss my proposal?”

“We can brainstorm solutions,” Eddie said. “I’ll be glad to do that.”

“Can you give me a ride?” Sylvia asked. “I don’t have a car."

“How did you get to church?”

“I employed pedestrian methods.”

“Of course.”

~ ~ ~

“Alright,” Eddie said once they’d been seated at Forrester’s and been served tea, “marriage.”

“Yup,” Sylvia said.

“You’ve looked into it?”

“I could confirm that,” Sylvia said.

“Any men out there you might be able to make a life with?” he asked.

“I only know boys,” Sylvia said. “And if I’m going to be pursuant to that, I would need to find someone in three weeks.”

“Why three weeks?” Eddie asked.

“Because after three weeks without food, you die.”

“You’re taking this all very seriously,” Eddie said, trying not to smile indulgently, because Sylvia wasn’t being dramatic, wasn’t exaggerating, all her words spoken with a straight face and an earnest tone. Whether true or not, she seemed to believe it.

“Wouldn’t you, though?” she asked. “Take it seriously?”

“I would,” Eddie said. “But I’ve been very blessed in my life, so I’ve never been in your situation. But my parents were not wealthy by any means. I do feel for you.”

“You’ve been very blessed,” Sylvia said, grabbing at any words that seemed to further her cause. “You could share that blessing.”

“Do you honestly think being bought would be a blessing?” Eddie asked.

Their meals arrived, the simple fare Forrester’s was well known for, pork chops and meatloaf, green beans and mashed potatoes, and Sylvia ignored Eddie’s question for a time, digging in gratefully, clearing half her plate before she looked up.

“Yes,” she said. “With you, though. It has to be you.”

“Okay, I’ll bite,” Eddie said. “Why me?”

Eddie unconsciously hunched his shoulders and tightened his jaw, because he knew what was coming. He knew because it had happened many times before, empty praise from a pretty girl (they were usually pretty but otherwise unimpressive girls) who needed something from him, e.g. a better grade, a recommendation, an extended deadline. You’re so smart, they might say. I so look up to you. I hope my kid grows up to be like you. And then the ask.

“There was a girl in your class named Dorothy,” Sylvia said, immediately defying Eddie’s expectations. “She reviewed you on ProfWatch. She said you explained the same thing three different ways, until every student in the class got it. Someone else said you keep your office door open during office hours. But not just that. Your desk faces into the hallway and you look up and say hi whenever someone walks by. Like you want to be interruptified by someone who needs help. And there were other things like that. So, like, that’s all exhibitions of how nice you are. And I need someone nice. I want someone accomodatious, like you. And I know you’re nice. Like, for real. Not like these guys who are telling me they’re nice, but it’s just words they’re saying to buy me. You are having it said about you by people with no interior motivations.”

“Wait,” Eddie said. “You’ve been getting . . . solicitations?”

“I don’t know if you could perceive it in that order,” Sylvia said. “But yeah, some people are making offers.”

“None of them are acceptable?” Eddie said. “Are you sure?”

“It’s kind of a joke I’ve learned about,” Sylvia said. “If someone says they want to buy you, don’t, because they have their reasons. It’s a joke because it pertains to irony, right?”

“How did they know about you? Are you listed?”

“My parents mentioned it to a few people, and I sort of put the word out, through unofficious channels let’s say.”

“Okay,” Eddie said, holding up his hands as a grim new reality broke through. “Your parents. They’re selling you.”

“Yes, they would record the proceeds,” Sylvia confirmed.

“And this was their idea, then?” Eddie said, frowning in the way he did, his whole face disapproving.

“Oh, oh, I see what you’re perceiving,” Sylvia said with a quick shake of her head. “Yeah. Like, abusive situation. Pimping the daughter. A very ruthless scenario.”

“No, I’m not saying that,” Eddie replied quickly. “I’m not accusing anyone of anything. I’m just trying to understand.”

“Right,” Sylvia said. “But you have a very logical intepretation. And all I can respond to there is that no. No, it was my idea.”

Eddie offered a half-smile, because what abused, exploited child wouldn’t blame herself for her parents’ evil?

Sylvia seemed to understand his new reservation, her linguistic idiosyncrasies ascending to a new level of urgency.

“They both have opposition to it,” Sylvia said. “When it broached, it was, they were, they said to overturn it, from their conceptualization. And they said it so much, in such extremities, that I was acquiesced, but really I wasn’t, because of . . . I kept looking.”

“Why did your parents mention it to anyone then?” Eddie asked.

“They consulted some expertises, in the objectives of telling me I was wrong to believe myself of being sold, but they were contradicted in the conversations, and those they had conversations with leaked my information to some further parties.”

“But that settles it,” Eddie said, and now he was smiling in the expectation the matter had been resolved. “You can’t sell yourself on behalf of people who don’t want to sell you.”

“I can, though, per the legal factors,” Sylvia said. “I delved particularly into it, and I can sell myself on a contractual basis, and then the contract has to have this clause, that you pay who I say you have to pay, and you give them the money after I’m your property, and they can’t disinterest it.”

“Ah,” Eddie said, frowning anew because he’d been foiled again. The girl was trying so hard, and she’d clearly put a lot of thought into this, and her request was, in a way, inescapably logical.

“Okay,” Eddie said, nodding at her in admiration, because he wanted her to know he respected her efforts, even if certain things made it absolutely impossible. “Let’s just, for the sake of argument, say we did this. And now you’re mine. And . . . you have to understand, I do have peers. I do have people who pay attention to me, professionally. Other faculty, a department chair, a–”

“But you’re the department chair,” Sylvia blurted, correctly.

“I roll off in six months though,” Eddie said. “And there’s a president of the IT college, a university provost, a board of trustees, the editors I publish with, the people I see at conferences. I’ve worked very hard to achieve my, my standing. And I, if I have a . . . a girl . . . you understand. It just wouldn’t . . . I don’t think it would sit right, with most of those folks.”

Sylvia nodded, smiled confidently, pulled a sheet of paper from the pocket of her dress, unfolded it, set it out on the table between their plates, turning it to face him.

“These are some of the parties to whom they own subjects,” she said, smoothing the sheet out.

Eddie’s first impression was the remarkable purple script, delicate and cursive and so perfect he thought at first it might be computer-printed, but a closer examination revealed slight variations among some of the letters.

“You wrote this out by hand?” he asked.

“Yes, I’ve always gotten good marks for my handwriting, so I worked hard at it.”

“It’s very good,” he said, focusing next on what was actually written there, a list of twenty or so names, some he knew, some he didn’t, with the number 1 written next to most of them, along with their titles.

“Tell me about these people,” he said.

“They’re people of your peerage who own subjects,” Sylvia said. “And how many they own.”

“There’s a 1 next to most of them,” Eddie noted.

“That’s how many they own,” Sylvia explained, putting her index finger down at the middle of the sheet. “Some own two, or three, like Dr. Branson.”

“Dr. Branson,” Eddie repeated, the name familiar to him. He’d done some impressive work in microcircuitry, made enough to retire very comfortably, came to Duke a few years ago to fulfill a lifetime dream of teaching. He’d host a couple of social gatherings a year, his house and patio big enough to hold more than 100 people, and Eddie had noticed the people in collars working there, quietly and diligently, two women and a man, all clothed but still noticeable. Eddie had guessed they were rented for the event, or property of the catering company, and thought nothing more of it. Really, they were everywhere, the collared people, the underwear of the American fabric, a human infrastructure whom you thought of no more than you thought of the homeless people that used to occupy every city street corner. Sometimes they’d be naked, because a lot of places allowed that, and some few of the naked ones might be female and attractive, and Eddie had seen his share of them and thought nothing more of that, really, because he believed their nudity was a constant humiliation for them, and their sexuality was reserved for someone else’s consumption, and those someone elses were all strangers to him, he’d always believed. Not that the someone elses were members of a class higher than his, because he was doing very well, but a class different from his, populated by people he didn’t understand.

“I didn’t know that,” Eddie said. “How did you find all this out?”

“It’s all public record,” Sylvia said. “I went to the library and investigated of their participation.”

Eddie scanned the list, simultaneously impressed by Sylvia’s research and the names she’d found.

“Doris Eubanks?” he said. “She’s the college bookkeeper.”

“Yeah,” Sylvia said. “She owns one.”

Fellow professors, school administrators, and finally, Ahmed Bakir, an editor at InformaTech.

Eddie put his finger on the last name, looked up quizzically. “Why him?”

“You thanked him in some of your articles, so it seems like you were respectaful of him,” Sylvia said. “He owns a female.”

Eddie nodded and smiled, pushed the list back toward Sylvia.

“This has been an education,” he said.

“Does it have an impact of your perception?” Sylvia asked. “I had anticipation that you would wonder who else.”

“It actually . . . it actually does,” Eddie admitted.

“So you’ll buy me?” Sylvia asked.

“I didn’t say that,” Eddie laughed. “But you’ve told me about something I should probably have known. And a lot of people I talk to on a regular basis can’t say that.”

“Okay,” Sylvia said. “But will you consider it?”

“I’m not going to consider it,” Eddie said. “Because there’s nothing to consider. I can’t buy someone. I can’t own someone. It doesn’t make any sense.”

Sylvia simply nodded slowly, waiting for him to continue.

“But I’ll look into it,” Eddie said, and he believed he meant the offer as a sort of compromise, because he really didn’t plan to look into it, at least not owning Sylvia. The welfare of Sylvia was a different matter, however. She wasn’t a college student, probably wasn’t quite college material, or at least Duke University material, but she was a person, a human with a lifetime ahead of her, a beautiful girl who would become a beautiful woman with people who cared about her. Would she starve to death before any of that could happen? He doubted it. The free food dispensaries and homeless shelters had closed down with the advent of subjecthood, and even the churches had cut back on their charity work once the laws changed, but someone like Sylvia could probably rely on the sporadic kindness of strangers, as she had today. But she’d go hungry at times, and her body was still maturing, and insufficient food could cause lifelong issues. Issues for her mind, too. A brain, like a computer, needs to be carefully maintained.

Sometimes, without explicitly saying he was doing so, Eddie Banion made projects of people. A Black kid in downtown Durham who had a passion for computing but couldn’t afford a decent machine. A freshman girl at Duke who was smart but a visual learner and just needed some guidance on supplemental instructional resources. The very bright graduating senior with the pronounced Southern accent who was getting ignored by Silicon Valley recruiters.

Eddie couldn’t help everyone. Some didn’t want his help. But he considered these three, and many others, to be bright lights in his personal history. And now it was Sylvia’s turn. He liked her company. He admired her pluck and the raw, native intelligence she’d demonstrated to get as far with him as she had. She seemed open to his advice, and he was certain there was a way forward that didn’t involve slavery. But for now, she just needed food.

“Okay,” Eddie said, looking into Sylvia’s earnest eyes. “Let’s start with your diet.”

“What do you mean?” she asked, her face growing suddenly doubtful.

“Let me take you out to dinner, a few times a week,” Eddie said, puzzled by the girl’s reaction.

“Oh, yeah, yes, that would be great,” Sylvia said.

“You seemed doubtful at first,” he said.

“I thought you were pertaining to groceries,” Sylvia said. “You can’t get me groceries.”

“Not that I was planning to,” Eddie said. “But why not?”

“Mom and Dad will see them,” Sylvia said.

“Okay?”

“And they’ll know someone’s helping me. And they’ll get suspicions.”

“Suspicious? Of what?”

“Since I told them of my proposal for selling me, they’ve been very discouraging of that,” Sylvia explained. “And anyone who makes an appearance, they’ll discourage of that too.”

“But I can take you to dinner?” Eddie asked, and he pulled out his phone and tapped open his calendar.

“Yes, but you’ll have to pick me up from church only, not from domicile.”

“How does Wednesday night look?” Eddie said. “6:30?”

“That would be magnanimous,” Sylvia said. “Thank you.”

Talk over the rest of the meal was less cataclysmic, Sylvia’s exposition on her parents’ physical infirmities, Eddie’s recounting of his own, admittedly lesser challenges while he was growing up, his working class parents unable to buy him a PC, him collecting spare parts for the box he eventually put together, the realization that building a computer was far more enlightening than buying one. But as the meal came to a close and Eddie paid, Sylvia grew serious again.

“First of all, thank you for partaking me of this meal,” she said.

“Of course.”

“And thank you for your ruminations concerning of my idea.”

“I’m not really ruminating on it,” Eddie said. “I’m just trying to learn a little more about you, to see if I can help in any way.”

“That’s also indicted,” she said. “Would you like to read a book?”

“A book?” Eddie echoed.

“A book,” Sylvia repeated. “A book about what you would need to know about owning me.”

Eddie grimaced but didn’t say no, so Sylvia reached into her pocket again, pulled out a slip of paper torn from a little note pad.

“I’ve read a few,” she said, “to gain the perspective from a person who would own me, and this I think is the preferential one, if you only wanted to read one.”

Eddie took the little slip, which bore in Sylvia’s perfect handwriting:

A Novice’s Guide to Owning a Female Subject

Eddie read the title but did not touch the slip, so Sylvia picked it up, folded the other sheet, and held both out.

“Will you take these?” she asked.

“I really don’t–”

“It would convenience me,” Sylvia said. “My parents are very surreptitious.”

Eddie took both slips, stood, pocketed them, watched Sylvia stand, and he led her to his car, where a sudden sense of awkwardness descended. He would drop her off, he imagined, she would move on from this teenage girl folly and not bother showing up for their Wednesday dinner date, he’d see her at church now and then, and they’d ignore each other, this whole episode embarrassing for both of them.

They chatted a little more on the drive back, the girl doing most of the talking because Eddie was already easing out of the relationship. She was very proud of her handwriting, providing a detailed description of how she’d practiced and perfected it during her free time at home. She was also proud of her vocabulary, which she’d bolstered by consulting a book called Words 4 Success, which taught the reader two powerful new words a day.

Eddie pulled up to the church and smiled a little sadly at the girl, because he had enjoyed sharing this small sliver of life with her. “Alright, Sylvia, it’s been nice to meet you,” he said.

She twisted in her seat to offer her hand, grasped his with surprising firmness. “You’ll be here Wednesday, right?” she said. “At 6:30?”

“I will,” he said honestly, because he would be showing up, but he was confident she would not.


Chapter 5: The Reunion

Olivia was three weeks into her life as SubjectSmart rental inventory when she saw him.

She was in her cage, mid-afternoon on a Thursday, having just returned from a two-day rental to a quiet accountant who'd mostly wanted company and someone to cook for him. Harper was telling her about a regular customer who always brought takeout from the Thai place downtown when Olivia heard the voice.

"Sienna, come on, we don't need to go back there. Let's just grab the dish soap and get out of here."

That voice. She knew that voice.

Olivia's blood turned to ice. She sat up so fast she hit her head on the top of her cage.

"Shit," Harper said. "You okay?"

But Olivia wasn't listening. She was staring through the bars at the man walking down the aisle toward the rental section with a tall, elegant woman beside him.

Trevor.

Trevor Blake. Her ex-boyfriend. The man who'd packed his bags and left her apartment one week before the deputies came to take her into the system. The man who'd told her, with something like pity in his eyes, that he "couldn't watch this happen" and "needed to think about his future."

"No," Olivia whispered. "No, no, no."

"What?" Harper turned to look. "You know that guy?"

Trevor hadn't seen her yet. He was trying to steer the woman—Sienna, apparently—away from the rental department. But she wasn't having it.

"I want to see," Sienna said, her voice bright and curious. "I've never actually looked at the subjects up close. Come on, Trev, five minutes."

"Sienna, seriously, we should—"

"Five minutes," she insisted, pulling away from him and walking into the subject area.

Trevor followed reluctantly, his shoulders tight, his face carefully neutral. And then his eyes swept over the cages and landed on Olivia.

He froze.

Olivia watched him see her. Watched his face go pale. Watched his mouth open slightly, then close again. She was naked, of course, sitting in her cage with her legs crossed, her collar around her neck, her number card hanging above her: #2847 - OLIVIA - $500/day - $2800/week.

For a long moment, they just stared at each other.

Then Trevor looked away.

"Oh, my God," Sienna breathed, stopping in front of Olivia's cage. "Look at this one. She's gorgeous."

Trevor had moved to the other side of the aisle, pretending to examine a different row of cages, keeping his back to Olivia.

"She's perfect," Sienna continued, crouching down to get a better look. "Hi there. What's your name?"

"Olivia," she managed, her voice barely above a whisper.

"Olivia," Sienna repeated, like she was testing the word. "I love it. Very... wholesome." She turned to look over her shoulder. "Trevor, come look at her."

"I'm looking at these over here," Trevor said without turning around.

"But this one is special," Sienna insisted. "I can tell. She has kind eyes." She turned back to Olivia. "How long have you been here?"

"Three weeks," Olivia said.

"A fresh one!" Sienna clapped her hands together. "Even better. Are you good at... you know. Sex things?"

Olivia felt her face burn. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Trevor's shoulders tense. "I do what I'm told," she said quietly.

"Mmm," Sienna hummed, standing up. "Trevor, I want her."

"What?" Trevor turned around, his face carefully blank. "Want her for what?"

"For the weekend, obviously." Sienna pulled out her phone. "I've been thinking about trying this for months, and here we are, and she's perfect. It's fate."

"Sienna, we came here for dish soap."

"And now we're getting dish soap and a rental." She was already walking toward Fallon's office. "Come on, let's talk to the manager."

Trevor finally looked at Olivia again. Their eyes met, and she saw something in his face—guilt, horror, panic. She wanted to scream at him. She wanted him to do something, to tell Sienna no, to walk away, to acknowledge what was happening.

Instead, he just looked away again and followed Sienna.

Fifteen minutes later, Olivia was being led out of her cage by Fallon, who snapped the familiar transport chains onto her wrists and ankles.

"Have fun," Harper whispered as Olivia shuffled past. There was sympathy in her voice.

Fallon walked Olivia to the front of the store, where Trevor and Sienna were waiting. Trevor was staring at his phone, not looking up. Sienna was practically bouncing with excitement.

"Oh, good," Sienna said. "Do we need to sign anything else?"

"You're all set," Fallon said, handing Trevor the leash attached to Olivia's collar. He took it mechanically, still not looking at either of them. "She's due back Sunday by nine PM. The deposit covers any minor injuries, but major damage will result in additional charges. Any questions?"

"Nope!" Sienna said brightly. "Come on, Olivia. Let's go have a girls' weekend."

Trevor led Olivia out of the store, the leash slack in his hand. Sienna walked beside them, chattering about the things they could do, the fun they'd have. Olivia just concentrated on putting one foot in front of the other, her chains scraping the pavement.

Sienna traipsed to her sleek black Mercedes, opening the back door for Olivia.

"In you go," she said cheerfully.

Olivia climbed into the back seat. The leather was soft and smelled expensive. Trevor got into the driver's seat without a word, and Sienna slid into the passenger seat.

"This is going to be so fun," Sienna said as Trevor started the car. "I have so many ideas."

The drive to their house took twenty minutes. It was in one of Durham's wealthier neighborhoods, all manicured lawns and privacy hedges. Trevor pulled into a circular driveway in front of a modern two-story home with floor-to-ceiling windows.

"Home sweet home," Sienna announced. She turned to look at Olivia through the seats. "What do you think? Nice, right?"

"It's beautiful," Olivia said quietly.

Trevor got out and opened Olivia's door, still not meeting her eyes. He unlocked her ankle chains so she could walk more easily, though he left the wrist cuffs on.

"Shouldn’t we take those off?" Sienna asked, pointing at the cuffs.

"No," Trevor said quickly. "They're supposed to stay on unless she's... unless we're using her."

"Oh," Sienna said. "Right. That makes sense."

She led them inside. The house was even more impressive inside: modern furniture, artwork on the walls, an open floor plan that flowed from the living room to the kitchen to a dining area. Everything was clean and expensive and carefully curated.

"Okay," Sienna said, turning to face Olivia. "So I've never done this before, and I'm a little nervous. But I figured we'd start slow. Maybe you could give me a massage? I have a table upstairs."

"Of course," Olivia said.

"Great!" Sienna started toward the stairs, then paused. "Trevor, are you coming?"

"I have some work to do," he said, already heading toward what looked like a home office. "You two go ahead."

"Suit yourself," Sienna said with a shrug. She beckoned Olivia. "Come on."

Olivia followed her upstairs to a bedroom that was clearly Sienna's domain; all white and cream with gold accents. There was indeed a massage table set up near the window.

"I usually have someone come in once a week," Sienna explained as she started undressing. "But this will be even better. More... intimate, you know?"

She stripped down to nothing and lay face down on the table. Olivia stood there for a moment, her wrists still cuffed, trying to figure out the logistics.

"Oh, right," Sienna said, lifting her head. "Trevor! Can you come unlock her?"

Trevor appeared in the doorway a moment later. He stepped into the room, pulled a small key from his pocket, and unlocked Olivia's wrist cuffs without looking at her face. His hands were shaking slightly.

"Thanks, babe," Sienna said. Then, as he turned to leave, "Actually, stay. Watch. I want you to see how good she is."

Trevor froze. "Sienna, I really have work…"

"It can wait ten minutes," she said firmly. "Sit."

He sat in a chair near the door, finally looking at Olivia. His eyes were full of misery.

Olivia turned to the massage table and picked up the oil. Her hands were shaking too, but she forced herself to steady them. She poured oil into her palms, warmed it, and placed her hands on Sienna's back.

"Mmm," Sienna hummed. "That's nice. You have good hands."

Olivia worked in silence, kneading Sienna's shoulders, her back, her arms. She'd given Trevor massages dozens of times when they were together.

"Lower," Sienna said. "Do my ass."

Olivia moved her hands down, massaging Sienna's glutes, her thighs. Out of the corner of her eye, she could see Trevor in the chair, his jaw clenched, his hands gripping the armrests.

"This is amazing," Sienna sighed. "Trevor, you should get one. She could do us both."

"Maybe later," he mumbled.

After ten minutes, Sienna rolled over onto her back. "Now the front," she said.

Olivia started on Sienna's arms, her shoulders, carefully avoiding her breasts. But Sienna had other ideas.

"Don't skip anything," she said. "I paid for the whole experience, didn't I?"

"Yes, ma'am," Olivia whispered.

She oiled her hands again and moved them to Sienna's breasts, massaging them gently. Sienna's eyes fluttered closed.

"Harder," she said.

Olivia increased the pressure, working Sienna's breasts, her nipples, watching them harden under her touch. She could feel Trevor's eyes on her, could feel the weight of his guilt and horror filling the room.

"That's so good," Sienna moaned. Then her eyes opened and focused on Olivia. "Have you ever been with a woman?"

"Yes," Olivia said. Once, in college. It hadn't been a big deal.

"Good," Sienna said. She sat up suddenly, swinging her legs off the table, spreading them and lying back, propping herself up with her elbows. "Then you know what to do."

Olivia froze. This was different from the other rentals. Those had been strangers. This was happening in front of Trevor, the man she'd planned to marry, the man who'd abandoned her and then walked away while his new girlfriend rented her for a weekend.

"Olivia," Sienna said impatiently. "Come on."

Olivia knelt between Sienna's legs and lowered her mouth to Sienna's vulva. She heard Trevor make a small sound in his chair, like he'd been punched. But she didn't look at him. She focused on her task, using her tongue the way she'd learned over the past three weeks to give pleasure to customers who'd paid for it.

Sienna was vocal, moaning and giving directions, one hand moving to grip Olivia's hair. "Yes, right there, don't stop."

It didn't take long. Sienna came with a sharp cry, her thighs clamping around Olivia's head, and then she pushed Olivia away and lay there panting.

"Fuck," she breathed. "That was incredible." She sat up and looked at Trevor. "Did you see that? She's amazing."

Trevor was standing now, his face pale. "I need to get back to work," he said, and fled the room.

Sienna frowned. "Is he okay?"

"I don't know," Olivia said honestly.

"Weird," Sienna said, shrugging. She hopped off the table. "Anyway, I need a shower. You can wait downstairs. There's a powder room off the living room if you need it."

She disappeared into an en-suite bathroom, and Olivia was left alone in the bedroom. She wiped her face with a tissue from the nightstand, then made her way back downstairs.

Trevor was in the kitchen, gripping the edge of the counter, his head bowed. When he heard her footsteps, he turned around.

For a long moment, they just looked at each other.

"Liv," he said finally. His voice cracked on her name.

"Don't," she said.

"I didn't know you'd be there. I swear, I didn't know."

“Weren’t you just there to buy soap?” Olivia asked.

“Yeah.”

“Who goes to a slave store to buy soap?” Olivia demanded. “There’s a Home-All right next door.”

“I don’t know, Sienna just said we should get it there. And then, she wanted to look…at the rentals.”

"And you recognized me," she said. "You saw me, and you said nothing."

"What was I supposed to do?" he asked helplessly. "Tell Sienna? She doesn't know about you. She doesn't know about... before."

"You could have said no," Olivia said. "You could have walked away. You could have—"

"She wanted you," Trevor interrupted. "What was I supposed to say? 'No, we can't rent that particular subject'? She would have asked why."

"So instead you let her rent your ex-girlfriend for a sex weekend," Olivia said bitterly. "That's your solution?"

Trevor flinched. "I'm sorry," he whispered. "God, Liv, I'm so sorry. For all of it. For leaving you. For not helping. For this."

"Your apologies don't mean anything," Olivia said. "You left me. You could have helped me pay my loans, helped me stay in the apartment, done something. But you saved yourself instead."

"I know," he said miserably. "I know I'm a coward. I know I'm—"

"Trevor?" Sienna's voice called from upstairs. "Where are you?"

He looked toward the stairs, then back at Olivia. "I'll end this," he said. "I'll tell her we need to return you. I'll make up an excuse."

"Don't bother," Olivia said flatly. "It won't change anything. I'll just get rented by someone else. At least you feel guilty."

"That's not—"

"Trevor!" Sienna appeared at the top of the stairs, wearing a silk robe. "Oh, there you are. And Olivia!" She came down the stairs. "I was thinking we could order dinner. What do you like, Olivia? Italian? Thai?"

"Anything is fine," Olivia said.

"Italian it is," Sienna decided. She pulled out her phone and started scrolling through a delivery app. "Trevor, open some wine. Let's make it a party."

That night was surreal. They sat at the dining table; Sienna and Trevor, clothed and eating pasta; Olivia, naked, given a plate of food like she was a pet being included in the meal. Sienna chattered about work–she was in some sort of marketing–about their upcoming vacation to Turks and Caicos, about the new restaurant that had opened downtown.

Trevor barely spoke. He drank three glasses of wine and pushed food around his plate.

"You're being weird," Sienna said to him, finally. "What's wrong?"

"Nothing," he said. "Just tired."

"Well, wake up," she said. "The fun's just starting." She turned to Olivia. "After dinner, I want to watch you two fuck."

Olivia's stomach dropped. Trevor's fork clattered against his plate.

"What?" he said.

"You heard me," Sienna said, smiling. "I want to watch. That's the whole point of renting her, isn't it? To enhance our sex life? So I'm going to watch you fuck her, and then maybe I'll join in."

"Sienna, I don't think—"

"Come on," she said. "Don't be boring. This is supposed to be fun and adventurous." She looked at Olivia. "You're okay with it, right?"

"I do what you tell me to," Olivia said quietly.

"See?" Sienna said to Trevor. "She's fine with it."

Trevor looked like he might be sick. But he nodded.

After dinner, Sienna led them to the master bedroom. It was even more luxurious than Sienna's massage room; a king-sized bed with pristine white sheets, more floor-to-ceiling windows, and soft lighting.

"Olivia, on the bed," Sienna commanded. "On your back."

Olivia climbed onto the bed and lay down. The sheets were cool against her skin.

"Trevor, strip," Sienna said. She settled into a chair in the corner, curling her legs under her, looking expectant.

Trevor undressed slowly, mechanically. Olivia watched him and remembered all the times they'd undressed each other, eager and laughing and in love. Now he looked like he was going to his own execution.

"Come on," Sienna said impatiently. "Get on the bed."

Trevor climbed onto the bed. He wouldn't look at Olivia's face. But something had triggered the part of his mind that gave him erections.

"Well?" Sienna said. "Go ahead."

"Sienna, I can't—"

"You can't?" Sienna's voice sharpened. "Or you won't?"

"I just... this is weird."

"It's only weird if you make it weird," Sienna said. "She's a rental, Trevor. That's what she's for. Now either fuck her or I'm going to be really disappointed."

Trevor closed his eyes. Then he positioned himself between Olivia's legs.

"I'm sorry," he whispered, so quietly only Olivia could hear.

She didn't respond. What was there to say?

He entered her. Olivia lay still, letting it happen, just like she'd learned to do with the other renters. She focused on the ceiling, on the crown molding, on anything except the fact that Trevor Blake was inside her again for the first time in months, and everything was different now.

"That's it," Sienna encouraged from her chair. "God, that's hot."

Trevor moved mechanically, his face twisted in misery. He kept his eyes closed, but Olivia kept hers open. She wanted to see him. She wanted him to look at her and really see what he'd allowed to happen.

After a few minutes, Sienna got up from her chair. "This is boring," she announced. "You're both just lying there like dead fish." She climbed onto the bed behind Trevor. "Let me help."

Her hands went to Trevor's hips, urging him to move faster. Then one hand reached around to touch Olivia's breast, pinching her nipple.

"See?" Sienna said. "Like this. With enthusiasm."

She continued touching Olivia, her hands roaming freely, while Trevor thrust into her with increasing desperation, like he just wanted it to be over. Finally, he shuddered and finished, then immediately pulled out and rolled away.

"Well," Sienna said, sitting back. "That was... okay. Not great, but okay." She looked at Olivia. "Did you cum?"

"No," Olivia said.

"Figures," Sienna said. "Trevor's usually better than that. I don't know what his problem is tonight." She slid off the bed. "I'm going to take a bath. You two clean up."

She disappeared into the bathroom. Trevor was still lying with his back to Olivia, his shoulders shaking. It took her a moment to realize he was crying.

"Trevor," she said.

"Don't," he choked out. "Please don't."

"I wasn't going to say anything," she said. "What is there to say?"

He rolled over to face her, his eyes red. "I didn't know it would be like this. I thought... I don't know what I thought. That I could just not acknowledge it, pretend you were actually just a rental, like Sienna thinks. But I can't. I can't do this."

"You already did," Olivia said flatly.

"I know." He sat up, wiping his face. "I'm going to end it. Tomorrow. I'm going to tell Sienna we need to return you early."

"And then what?" Olivia asked. "You'll feel better about yourself? You'll have saved me?"

"No," he said miserably. "I know it doesn't change anything. But I can't do this for two more days. I can't watch her—" He broke off. "I'm taking you back tomorrow."

"She's going to want to know why."

"I'll tell her the truth," he said.

"Which truth?" Olivia asked. "That you're my ex? That you abandoned me? That you could have helped me but chose not to?"

"All of it," he said. "Whatever it takes."

But the morning brought something worse.

Olivia woke up on the floor of the master bedroom. Sienna had decided she wanted to "keep an eye on her property" overnight, so Olivia slept on a blanket like a dog, with her ankles fastened together. Trevor had spent the night in the guest room.

Now it was morning, and Sienna was looking at her phone over coffee when she suddenly went very still.

"Trevor," she said quietly. "Come here."

He came into the kitchen, looking haggard. "What?"

Sienna held up her phone. "Why is Olivia Larsen listed as one of your emergency contacts in your old phone backup?"

Trevor's face went white.

"I was setting up my new phone," Sienna continued, her voice dangerously calm, "and I synced your old contacts. And there she is. Olivia Larsen. Emergency contact. Girlfriend, it says."

The silence stretched out.

"When were you going to tell me?" Sienna asked.

"I didn't know she'd be there," Trevor said. "I swear, I didn't know—"

"But you recognized her," Sienna said. "Didn't you? Yesterday, when I said I wanted to rent her. You recognized her and you didn't say anything."

"I was afraid you'd—"

"You let me rent your ex-girlfriend," Sienna said, her voice rising. "You let me bring her into our house. You let me…" She stopped, looking at Olivia. Then back at Trevor. A strange expression crossed her face. "You fucked your ex-girlfriend in our bed last night. While I watched."

"Sienna, it wasn't like that…"

"What was it like?" she demanded. "Explain it to me, Trevor. Because from where I'm sitting, you had a chance to stop this and you didn't. Which means either you're the biggest coward on the planet, or..." She trailed off, her eyes narrowing. "Or you wanted it to happen."

"No," Trevor said quickly. "No, that's not…"

But Sienna wasn't listening to him anymore. She was looking at Olivia, and her expression had shifted from anger to something else. Something calculating and cruel.

"This is actually perfect," she said slowly. "Trevor feels guilty, you're trapped, and I..." She smiled. "I'm in control."

"Sienna," Trevor said. "Don't."

"Why not?" Sienna stood up, walking over to Olivia. "This is the hottest thing that's ever happened to us, whether you want to admit it or not. Your ex-girlfriend, the one you left behind, is now literally our property for the weekend. Do you understand how much power that is?"

"We're returning her," Trevor said firmly. "Right now."

"No," Sienna said. "We're not. We're keeping her for the full rental period. And you're going to do exactly what I tell you to do with her, or I'm going to make this so much worse for both of you."

"What do you mean?" Trevor asked.

"I mean I'll tell SubjectSmart she damaged our property," Sienna said coolly. "I'll say she stole from us. I'll make sure she never gets rented again, just sold to the highest bidder, probably to some factory where she'll spend the rest of her life being used by workers on their lunch breaks."

Olivia felt sick. "You wouldn't."

"Try me," Sienna said. She turned to Trevor. "So here's what's going to happen. You're going to do everything I tell you to do with Olivia. Every. Single. Thing. And you're going to make it good, or I'll know you still have feelings for her, and then we'll have a very different conversation about our relationship."

Trevor looked between Sienna and Olivia, trapped.

"What do you want?" he asked finally, his voice hollow.

Sienna smiled. "I want to watch you destroy each other."

The rest of the weekend was exactly as awful as that promise suggested.

Sienna made them perform for her. Made Trevor fuck Olivia in every position, every way. Made Olivia service him with her mouth while Sienna watched and gave critiques. Made them do things to each other that felt designed specifically to humiliate and degrade, mostly Olivia but Trevor as well.

And the worst part was that Trevor's body responded. He hated every second. Olivia could see it in his eyes, but his body betrayed him. He got hard when Sienna told him to. He came when ordered. He performed like the trained professional Olivia had become.

"See?" Sienna said at one point, sitting in her chair like a queen while Trevor pounded into Olivia from behind. "This is what you wanted, isn't it, Trevor? To have her again? Well, now you have her. So enjoy it."

"I don't want this," Trevor said through gritted teeth.

"Your dick says otherwise," Sienna observed. "Olivia, tell him how good it feels."

"It feels good," Olivia said mechanically.

"More convincing," Sienna snapped.

"It feels so good," Olivia tried again. "Please don't stop."

Trevor made a sound like a wounded animal.

When Sienna got tired of watching the two of them together, she tied Olivia to a support post in the basement and took a belt to her.

“You can’t do that,” Trevor protested weakly.

Sienna sneered. “The lady at the store said as long as we don’t do permanent damage, we won’t get penalized.”

She beat Olivia raw.

On Sunday morning, Sienna finally released them. Trevor loaded Olivia into the car—she was exhausted, sore, covered in marks from two days of Sienna's games—and drove her back to SubjectSmart in silence.

In the parking lot, he finally spoke.

"I'm sorry," he said. "I know it doesn't mean anything, but I'm sorry."

"You already said that," Olivia said flatly.

"I tried to stop it."

"Not hard enough."

He flinched. "Are you going to tell them? Fallon, or whoever? About Sienna threatening you?"

"What's the point?" Olivia said. "She's rich. I'm property. Who do you think they'd believe?"

Trevor was quiet. Then: "I'm breaking up with her."

"Good for you."

"And I'm going to—"

"Don't," Olivia interrupted. "Don't tell me you're going to help me somehow, or try to buy me, or whatever bullshit you're thinking right now to make yourself feel better. Just return me and walk away. It's what you're good at."

He looked at her for a long moment, then got out and came around to open her door. He led her inside, where Fallon processed the return with her usual efficiency.

"Any issues?" Fallon asked.

"No," Trevor said.

"She looks a little rough," Fallon noted, examining Olivia. "Lots of bruising."

"We were enthusiastic," Trevor said. "Nothing that won't heal."

Fallon made some notes on her tablet. "Alright, that's all I need. Thanks for your business."

Trevor handed Olivia's leash to Fallon and turned to go. At the door, he looked back one last time. Olivia stared at him, her face blank, until he turned away and walked out of the store.

"Come on," Fallon said, tugging the leash. "Let's get you back to your cage."

As Fallon led her through the store, Olivia felt something harden inside her. Trevor had apologized, had said all the right things, and had even claimed he would break up with Sienna. But none of it mattered.

He'd had his chance to be the person she thought he was. He'd had multiple chances, actually. And every time, he'd chosen himself.

Back in her cage, Harper leaned down from the cage above.

"You look like hell," Harper said gently. "Bad one?"

"The worst," Olivia said.

"Want to talk about it?"

"No," Olivia said. She lay down and pulled her blanket over herself. "I just want to forget it ever happened."

But she knew she never would. Just like she'd never forget the look on Trevor's face as he fucked her while his girlfriend watched. Guilty and aroused and disgusted with himself, but doing it anyway.

That was the Trevor Blake she'd always been too blind to see. The one who chose comfort over courage, safety over sacrifice, himself over her.

Now she saw him clearly. And she understood, with a bitter clarity, that she'd been right to never expect rescue. She was in this alone.

Just like she'd always been.


Chapter 6: Customer Research

A young man and woman, shopping together, had been wandering through the subject rental area, but they stopped to watch as Fallon pushed the plug into Annabelle’s anus at a judicious pace.

“Is that for punishment?” the woman asked, her tone merely curious.

“No, it’s a new restraint we’re carrying,” Fallon replied. “Annabelle, okay so far?”

“You can keep going,” Annabelle said, rocking her pelvis slightly. “It’s not terrible.”

“Okay, all in,” Fallon said.

“Not bad at all,” Annabelle said.

“I’m going to lock it now.”

“Go ahead,” Annabelle said, her body tensing up.

“Done,” Fallon announced. “Verdict?”

“Ah,” Annabelle said. “It’s a little uncomfortable, but not painful. Let me wear it for a while around the store before I render my final judgment.”

“Fair enough,” Fallon said, unlocking Annabelle’s cage.

“I think getting out of my pen is going to be the bigger challenge,” Annabelle said. Her cage was on the third row up. Exiting from that height was always somewhat precarious for the subjects stored there.

“Turn back around and sit down,” Fallon said, releasing the leash. “Or . . . wait.”

Annabelle, maneuvering herself around in the tiny space, her leash clanking against the floor of her cage, paused and looked at Fallon.

“I’m not sure if you can sit with that in,” Fallon said. “Just be careful.”

Annabelle, done turning, lowered her bottom gingerly, closing her eyes as she put increasingly more weight on that part of her body, smiled with surprise when she was able to sit cross-legged with all her weight on the restraint plug.

“It seems to be compatible with sitting,” Annabelle said.

“Good to know,” Fallon said. “Now, slide out, but make sure your leash doesn’t catch on anything.”

Annabelle angled her hip up, pulled the restraint out from under herself, and handed the end to Fallon.

“Maybe you should hold it taut while I get myself out,” Annabelle said.

“Makes sense,” Fallon said.

Annabelle reached the end of the cage, dangled her legs down, scooted forward and leaned over to look at the floor, some five feet below.

“Some people just hop out,” Fallon said. “And some grab the top of the door and lower themselves that way. Don’t worry. It’s sturdy enough.”

“I’ll grab the door,” Annabelle said, and after confirming that Fallon was allowing plenty of slack in the leash, the lawyer gripped the top of the door, slid forward and descended, arms tensing until her feet found the floor, and she looked at Fallon with relief.

“What happens if I get injured coming out?” Annabelle asked.

“Well, since you’re a lawyer, I guess you could sue us,” Fallon said.

“I didn’t mean me specifically,” Annabelle said, laughing at a quip she’d heard often enough. “What happens if someone falls coming out? What do you do about serious injuries?”

“I’ve got a first aid kit in my office,” Fallon replied, “but if they’re hurt worse than that, there’s a subject clinic in town that can pick them up, patch them up and bring them back.”

“You don’t have anything in-house?”

“No, we don’t have room for anything like that here.”

“How does injury impact product availability?” Annabelle asked, her leash swinging between her legs as she walked with Fallon down the aisle, glancing at the slaves as they waited to be rented, and occasionally making eye contact with the customers, which Fallon seemed reluctant to do.

“Our damage numbers are some of the lowest in the company,” Fallon said. “I try to be very explicit about what will happen if someone comes back injured, but think it has to do with renter demographics too. Education levels, people more risk-averse. So, I might have someone out a day or two every month. Really, a much bigger problem is periods.”

“A week per female?” Annabelle asked.

“It’s not that bad,” Fallon said. “Some girls stopped having periods when they got sold, and we mix some things in the female’s diets that shorten the bleeding by a day or two. And some people want a girl when she’s having her period.”

“Do you know why?” Annabelle said.

“Every reason you can think of, based on what the subjects tell me,” Fallon said. “Some just prefer sex with that going on, some have hangups about not getting her pregnant, not that that’s possible, and for some it’s a religious thing, like, something about blood.”

As they reached the door that led into the store proper, the young couple who’d been hovering around the cages stepped beside Fallon.

“Hi, are you the rental manager?” the man asked.

“Yes,” Fallon said. “Did you find someone you wanted?”

“We’ve almost decided,” he said. “We’ll be getting three.”

“But we’re sort of in a hurry,” the woman said. “Should we look for you once we know what we want?”

“Yes, just push the button there,” Fallon said, pointing. “I can hear it all over the store, and I’ll head right back.”

“Thank you,” the man said, following the woman back toward the inventory.

“Three to one customer,” Annabelle said. “Does that happen often?”

“A few times a week,” Fallon said, leading the lawyer into her office to grab a legal pad and a pen.

“Sales come first,” Annabelle said. “If you need to deal with a customer, I can get back in the cage.”

“I won’t have time for that,” Fallon said. “If you don’t mind, I’ll just tether you to the ring there.”

Annabelle followed Fallon’s gaze to a solid iron ring bolted about waist high near her office door.

“Actually, that’s preferred,” Annabelle said. “I’d really like to observe for a bit if you want to put me on it now.”

“Good, here’s a pad and pen,” Fallon said, handing the items over before she reached into the bucket of padlocks on her desk, pulled one out and used it to secure the end of Annabelle’s leash to the ring.

“Any more thoughts on the product?” Fallon asked, dropping into her chair and spinning toward her monitor.

“I’m getting used to it,” Annabelle said. “And it’s, well . . . it’s not something you’d consider trying to take out.”

“And trying to pick the lock would be a challenge,” Fallon noted.

“No,” Annabelle agreed, laughing.

“That’s actually described as a product benefit,” Fallon said. “You’ll sometimes catch someone trying to open up a leg restraint, or a cuff around their wrist, if they’ve gotten hold of a paperclip or something. But with the keyhole back there, that’s not really an option.”

“Hey, Fallon,” said a man, leaning into the office door.

“Hey, Garvin,” Fallon said. “Here for Katrina?”

“Is she available?” he asked. “I haven’t been back there yet.”

“She is,” Fallon said, tapping her PC awake. “Let me start the paperwork.”
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“And the morning rush begins,” Fallon said apologetically. “Hey, Garvin, can you wait here for me for just a sec? I told a couple to hit the button if they needed me, and that’s probably them. They said they were in a hurry.”

“I’ve got time,” Garvin said, stepping back to let Fallon pass.

“Is it okay if I speak to the customers?” Annabelle asked.

“Go right ahead,” Fallon said, hustling into the hall.

“Hello,” Annabelle said, stepping forward, stopping when her leash pulled her up short. “Care to chat for a bit while you wait?”

“Hi,” Garvin said, taking Annabelle in quickly. “You must be new.”

“Actually, I’m not inventory,” she said, leaning forward to offer her hand. “My name is Annabelle Tillman. I’m just here for a few days to do a little research.”

“Nice to meet you, Annabelle,” Garvin said, stepping into Fallon’s office, squeezing the girl’s hand warmly, grabbing one of the customer chairs and turning it to face the girl.

“I sense repeat business,” Annabelle began, clicking her pen and raising it to her pad.

“It’s that obvious?” he quipped, crossing his leg and conducting another scan of Annabelle’s body while Annabelle focused on her notes. He looked the part of one of SubjectSmart’s most common rental segments–late 40s, well-dressed, no wedding ring, healthy, and not looking for an attachment.

“What brings you back?” Annabelle asked.

“A few things,” he said. “It’s not far from home, Fallon’s very easy to deal with, very professional, and I’m really enjoying Katrina.”

“Katrina,” Annabelle repeated, scribbling on her pad. “How many times have you rented her?”

“Oh, gosh, maybe 10 times, maybe more. Every few weeks for the last half a year. Since, yeah, early November. Right after she got here.”

“What do you like about her?”

“I like Black girls,” Garvin said, adding with a chuckle, “I hope you don’t read too much into that. Because some people just do. Just personal preference. Some men like blondes. I’ve always liked Black girls. My first wife was a Black girl.”

“Duly noted,” said Annabelle, who knew enough about sex and sexual desire not to need to analyze Garvin’s interests.

“It’s more than race, though,” Garvin continued. “Fallon’s always got two or three Black girls in inventory, but Katrina, she . . . she knows what I like. Let’s just leave it at that, okay? She knows what I like.”

Annabelle nodded as she continued scribbling notes.

“What are you?” Garvin asked.

Annabelle looked up over her legal pad, raised her eyebrows, and Garvin laughed.

“I’m in sales,” he said, “and I consider myself a pretty quick read on people. But you’re a mystery.”

“People don’t–” Annabelle began, going silent when Garvin kept speaking.

“Wait, let me see if I can guess,” he said.

Annabelle, glad to play along, dropped her arms to her sides and faced the man.

“Obviously a subject,” he said. “The collar’s the real deal, and a tag like that is illegal if you’re not owned. But then, there’s a chain there . . .”

Garvin leaned to the side for a better look at Annabelle’s restraint, so she turned around.

“It’s up your ass?” he said. “Who gets put on that?”

“It’s not unique to me,” she said. “It’s part of a new line they’re carrying, and Fallon wanted to try it out. And, well, I was willing to be the pioneer.”

Annabelle laughed at her word choice as she turned back, the chain swinging against the backs of her thighs.

“I haven’t heard of that,” he said. “Does it hurt?”

“It’s not painful,” she replied,” just feels like I need to go to the bathroom. Of course, if I tried to pull it out, that would hurt. It’s anchored pretty firmly inside me.”

“How?”

“Pegs just inside my anus. I understand there’s a whole line of things on display in the store, if you’re curious.”

“Okay,” Garvin said, “I think I’ve figured it out. Assistant. They bought you to help out Fallon.”

“I’m sure she could use the help,” Annabelle said. “But no.”

“You would do both,” Garvin said, casting his gaze toward Annabelle’s substantial breasts and her thick black pubic hair. “Help out but be available for rent too. You’d get taken out most days, I’m sure.”

“As much as I’d enjoy the work,” Annabelle quipped, “that’s not it. I’m not store property.”

“Government,” Garvin said, smiling victoriously. “That’s it. You’re doing a compliance check. Someone complained and you’re here to make sure Fallon’s maintaining some minimal level of humanity.”

“Your guesses are getting more sophisticated,” Annabelle noted.

“It would be perfect,” Garvin said. “Send a subject in to experience the store from a true subject’s perspective.”

“Still no,” Annabelle said.

Garvin looked lost, and he held his hands out in a gesture of defeat.

“Lawyer,” Annabelle said. “Here to conduct a little due diligence.”

“Lawyer?” Garvin said, surprised. “You agreed to all this? You’re allowed to put on a fake collar? And you didn’t mind having that thing put up your rear?”

“I’m a real subject,” Annabelle said. “And a real lawyer. In Colorado. I’m here on behalf of a client.”

“Well, that’s unique,” Garvin said with a hint of admiration. “Your owner forced you to go to law school?”

“Kind of the opposite,” Annabelle said with a laugh. “I forced him to send me.”

Garvin looked just as lost as he had before.

“Long story short,” Annabelle explained, “they own my mother and she had me, which meant I was theirs too, but they were very generous.”

“Sending a subject to law school is a bit more than generous,” Garvin said.

“I had to do my part, of course,” Annabelle said. “Financial aid, scholarships. And it was something of an investment. My owner gets the proceeds.”

Garvin looked down as he processed what Annabelle had said.

“That’s a new one on me,” he said, eyeing Annabelle with admiration. “What would you have been if you weren’t a subject?”

“Poor.”

“You actually know that?”

“Well, my mother signed up for subjecthood because she was homeless and unemployed. I doubt things would have improved for her if she’d had me.”

Fallon returned with the young couple and three rental subjects, a male and two females, all chained hand and foot and joined by their handcuffs to a group chain, and Garvin rose from his chair and squeezed into the hall.

“You’re next, Garvin, thanks for waiting,” Fallon said, dropping into her seat and tapping her PC to life.

“I’ll be talking to the product,” he said. “Come get me when you’re ready. I’ll probably be pretty close to Katrina’s cage.”

Annabelle pressed herself against the wall of Fallon’s small office to make room for the couple and their three rental units, and she scribbled furiously on her legal pad as Fallon worked through the details of a three-subject contract. Most of the terms were identical to the one-subject arrangement, but with some added guidance about making sure all three were kept secure at all times, along with the obvious reminder that three people could come up with three times as many ways to escape, and three people might work together just to get one freed.

The man and woman, tense and stiff at first, began relaxing through the tedium of the contract process, and the woman eventually noticed Annabelle.

“Waiting for someone to rent you?” she asked.

“No, just here to do a little research,” Annabelle replied.

“What kind of research?” the man asked, eyeing the lawyer suspiciously.

“Business process and policy, corporate culture, that sort of thing,” Annabelle said. “My mandate’s pretty broad.”

“You’re not going to write about us I hope?” the woman asked, smiling to make light of her question.

“Definitely not going to spill anyone’s secrets,” Annabelle assured.

“Aren’t you curious, though?” the man said with a crooked smile.

“Always curious,” Annabelle said. “The most important trait when your job is due diligence.”

“He means, curious about us,” the woman said.

“I try not to be curious about things that aren’t any of my business,” Annabelle replied diplomatically.

“But you have to be wondering what we want with three,” the woman said.

“I wouldn’t be opposed to knowing,” Annabelle said, prompting a laugh from the man.

“Okay, put this on your legal pad,” he said. “Anniversary present.”

“To each other,” the woman said. “We’ve been married five years, and–”

“Five-year itch,” the man said.

“We’re giving it a try,” the woman said. “Maybe it’ll work.”

“How will you know if it worked?” Annabelle asked.

“We’ll wake up tomorrow and won’t ask what the fuck did we just do,” the man laughed.

“We’ll follow the rules,” the woman said. “We wrote up a bunch of rules.”

Annabelle refrained from asking about the rules, Fallon wrapped up the contract and sent the couple and their inventory on their way, and took care of Garvin and Katrina, who held hands and kissed while they waited for Fallon to print their contract. Another customer was hovering by the door, and two more had told Fallon they’d be waiting among the cages, and the rental manager looked up at Annabelle apologetically.

“I’m sure you don’t want to just stand there all morning,” she said.

“I know you’re busy,” Annabelle said.

“But you want to get into the store,” Fallon said.

“At some point, yes,” Annabelle confirmed.

“How much time did you need for that?”

“A couple of hours?”

Fallon’s eyes went wide. “Okay, sorry, no way I can spend that much time walking you around,”

“An hour?”

“No, sorry. Not today.”

“Thirty minutes?”

“Tell you what,” Fallon said. “I can give you the run of the store, but there will be some restrictions.”

“That works.”

“I haven’t told you the restrictions yet.”

The woman at Fallon’s door shuffled impatiently.

“Sorry, Debbie,” Fallon said, whirling back to her keyboard. “You want Franklin again?”

“No problem,” Debbie said. “Yes, Franklin would be great.”

Debbie was a repeat customer, so Fallon was able to wrap things up relatively quickly. But more customers were hovering after Debbie left with Franklin.

“You can have the run of the store,” Fallon said, “but you’ll need to be in full restraints.”

“I figured as much,” Annabelle said.

“I mean really full,” Fallon said. “Vagina too.”

“Fair enough,” Annabelle said.


Chapter 7: Delicate Questions

Doris Eubanks, bookkeeper for Duke University’s College of Information Technology, paused at Eddie Banion’s office door, waited for him to look up.

“Good morning, Doris, happy Monday,” he said brightly.

“Hey, Eddie,” she said, holding up a sheaf of papers. “Starting off the week with your favorite. More paperwork.”

“What did I forget this time?”

“I just need your initials on a couple of pages,” she said, setting the stack down on his desk, flipping to a page within it. “Here first.”

Eddie initialed accordingly.

“Now here.”

Eddie initialed again. “Done?”

“Yes, thanks,” Doris said, picking up the sheaf.

“Hey, a question,” Eddie said. “Possibly awkward, if so forget I asked.”

“Shoot.”

“Do you have a subject?”

“We do, yeah,” Doris said.

“Okay.”

“Why do you ask?”

“Well, long story short, someone brought it up to me yesterday.”

“Who brought that up?” Doris said.

“You want the long story?” he asked. “It’s a little convoluted.”

“Go ahead, if you have time. You’ve got me curious now. Everyone wants to know when someone’s talking about them.”

“A young lady at church brought it up,” Eddie said.

“At church?” Doris said, looking amused but not particularly concerned. “Was she giving a sermon?”

“No,” Eddie said, pausing before he continued, lowering his voice. “She asked me to buy her.”

“Are you going to?” Doris asked.

“I’m not even considering it.”

“Why not?”

Eddie shrugged, because the answer seemed too obvious to bother with.

“You sure it’s not a scam?”

“It definitely could be,” said Eddie, who was something of an expert on scams, at least of the computer variety.

“You’ve met her, right?”

“Yes, we spoke at church yesterday.”

“And why was she talking about me?”

Eddie laughed. “She came with a whole list of people she thought I’d know that own a subject. And you were one of them.”

Doris laughed in turn. “She’s stalking you!”

“Also a definite possibility,” Eddie said.

“What was the list for?”

“Best I can tell, she was expecting me to say no,” Eddie said. “So she wanted me to see that owning someone would put me in very good company.”

“I guess good company is subject to definition,” Doris quipped.

“I would count you and Harry in that company.”

“Thank you. So what’s your girl’s story?”

“Not that she’s my girl,” Eddie said. “But parents both basically disabled, they’ve been put on a financial plan that doesn’t include a third mouth. So she says she’s gonna starve if she’s not bought.”

“Yeah, not an unusual situation. What’s she like?”

“Couldn’t finish high school because of the family illness, or so she says. Tries a little too hard to sound educated, but I sense what I guess I’d call native intelligence.”

“Does she have any other bidders?” Doris asked.

“Bidders?”

“Potential buyers.”

“Oh, right. No, she said I’m the only one she’s willing to be sold to.”

“Why did she choose you?”

“She thinks I’m nice, best I can understand,” Eddie said with a self-effacing chuckle.

“You are nice,” Doris said. “But how did she know?”

“She looked at student reviews, believe it or not. I guess I come across okay out there.”

“Uh, yeah,” Doris said. “Your students love you.”

Eddie shrugged humbly.

“Who’s selling her?”

“Her parents,” Eddie said. “Although she said they don’t want her to sell herself. She’d name them as the people who get the money, nothing they could do about it.”

“How much?” Doris asked.

“How much what?”

“What’s she going for?”

“Going for?” Eddie said, with a slight shiver of revulsion. “You mean, what’s her price?”

“Exactly.”

“No idea. I wasn’t going to ask, and she didn’t volunteer a number.”

“What’s she look like?” Doris asked.

“I guess you’d say beautiful,” Eddie replied. “Maybe even model material.”

“Has she tried that?”

“No idea, but she seems to have looked into a lot of things,” Eddie said. “Pretty girls are a dime a dozen, though.”

“What’s her name?”

“Sylvia Planchette,” Eddie said.

“Doris pulled out her phone, tapped, tapped some more, leaned against the door and kept tapping, her search taking so long Eddie returned to the slide presentation he was working on.

“Wow,” Doris said finally.

“What?” Eddie said, looking up.

“She’s not on any official listings, but she’s out there if you know where to look. Wow.”

“Wow what?”

“Do you want to see?”

“See what?” Eddie said, growing both more confused and more curious.

“She’s done what are called appraisal pictures,” Doris said. “A little amateurish, but you can see the, uh, the quality.”

Eddie raised his eyebrows.

“She’s naked,” Doris said, holding out her phone.

“Oh no,” Eddie said, waving Doris’ hand away with his eyes closed. “That’s not something I want to see.”

“How old is she?” Doris asked, putting her phone away.

“Nineteen, I think.”

“A girl like this, at that age, starts at half a million, maybe closer to a million if she’s got half a mind.”

Eddie’s eyes went wide. “She’s asking for that?”

“No,” Doris said, consulting her phone. “It just says ‘best offer.’ But these numbers can run into the high six figures.”

“Who’d pay that much for a girl?” he asked.

“Anyone who can afford one,” Doris said. “If she stays healthy, you’re getting a lifetime of service. Maid, cook, laundress, companion, whatever you want from her. For decades.”

“You’ve had yours for decades?”

“No,” Doris said, “my husband inherited her from his uncle seven years ago.”

“And she’s . . .” Eddie began, stammering because he wasn’t sure how to ask the question. “It’s worked out?”

“She’s been wonderful,” Doris said. “Not all of them do, of course, but we got lucky.”

“She doesn’t mind?”

“Mind what?”

“Being a, a subject?”

“She hasn’t complained,” Doris said. “We keep her happy. We take her with us on vacations. We keep chains to a minimum.”

“Chains?” Eddie said.

“It is kind of another world,” Doris said. “Let me know if you decide to take her up on her offer.”

“I don’t have an offer,” Eddie said with an unfamiliar frustration. Something about this conversation was getting under his skin, and he didn’t know why. “I’m just trying to help someone who’s gotten into a bind. I see some potential there. I don’t want her to throw her life away.”

“Being a subject isn’t throwing your life away,” Doris said. “If that’s your only option, it’s better than a lifetime of minimum wage jobs and living in your car.”

Eddie shook his head, because while he couldn’t argue with Doris’ logic, something about it seemed inherently wrong.

“When someone asks you to buy them, they’re either crazy,” Doris said, “or they’re offering you one of the best gifts on the planet.”

“A gift,” Eddie said. “At the expense of their life.”

“The gift goes both ways,” Doris said. “Or if you’re decent to them, it’s completely in their favor.”

Eddie looked at the wall, uncertain what to say next.

“At least look into it,” Doris said. “There are books, there are websites. Swing by one of the stores. SubjectSmart isn’t far from your house.”

“SubjectSmart?”

“I’m guessing you’ve never been there?”

“No. I’ve seen the sign, but I didn’t know what it was,” Eddie confessed. “Assumed it was building supplies or something.”

Doris laughed, grabbed up the stack of receipts, backed out of Eddie’s office. “Glad to answer any more questions,” she said. “But if she’s only going to sell herself to you, you can probably name your price and she’ll say yes. And then you turn around and sell her at market price and make a couple hundred percent on your investment in a couple of days.”

“If I bought her, I would keep her,” Eddie said to Doris’ departing form.

If I bought her.

If . . .

~ ~ ~

“Hey, Tommie,” Eddie said, eating a frozen meal at home, his cellphone on speaker mode next to his plate.

“Hey, Eddie,” Tommie said in that soft, sympathetic tone she’d been using since they broke up three months ago. “How have you been?”

“I’m good. Staying busy. How are you doing?”

“Can’t complain. In the middle of two projects. What’s up?”

“I found those old checks you were looking for. They were under one of the shoes I wore last summer.”

“Oh, that’s funny,” she said. “But yeah, I canceled them. You can just throw them out.”

“I’ll do that.”

“Thanks for letting me know, though.”

“Sure,” Eddie said. “Hey, a question, if you’ve got time to talk.”

“Sure?”

“Do you know anything about subjects? As in owning them?”

“Peripherally, at best,” Tommie said, adding the obvious, “I’ve never owned one myself.”

“What do you think of people who own them?” Eddie asked.

“Where is this question coming from?” Tommie said.

“Let’s table that for a moment,” Eddie said. “Do you have an opinion of people who own subjects?”

“You’re thinking of buying one?” Tommie said. She didn’t sound surprised or offended, just curious.

“You’re not going to answer the question until you know why I’m asking, are you?” Eddie said.

“No I’m not, because context is important here,” Tommie said. “There are factories that buy them by the dozen, and God knows what goes on there. But a little old lady who buys a girl to look after her, who treats her like a daughter, a completely different situation.”

“You wouldn’t think less of the little old lady, then?” Eddie asked.

“I wouldn’t, no,” Tommie said. “Don’t tell me you’re buying a girl.”

“I’m not.”

“Then what prompted the question?”

“A girl wants me to buy her.”

“Who?” Tommie blurted.

“You don’t know her, I’m sure,” Eddie said.

“I’m not asking for a name, I’m asking for a profile. A description.”

“Late teens, desperate family situation, didn’t finish high school, says she’s going to starve, has no other option but selling herself.”

“You’ve met her?”

“Yes.”

“She’s attractive?”

“Yes.”

“How much?”

“I don’t know,” Eddie said. “We didn’t talk numbers. I just told her no. But she’s very persistent.”

“She wants a bidding war.”

“Not according to what she told me. I’m the only buyer she’s willing to consider.”

“Oh. Sounds like a scam.”

“She found my student reviews,” Eddie said with a dismissive laugh. “She believed all the nice things they said about me.”

“That’s sweet,” Tommie said. “And maybe legit. Do you want to buy her?”

“No,” Eddie said. “Owning someone is the furthest thing from my mind.”

“And yet, you called me to ask my opinion.”

“Okay,” Eddie said. “I haven’t completely ruled it out. I’m curious about how it would be seen by people who are important to me.”

“I’m touched you called me, then,” Tommie said. “Seriously, thank you.”

“What I’m hearing is you wouldn’t hold it against me.”

“I wouldn’t,” Tommie agreed. “Assuming you were nice to her. Which you probably would be.”

“Probably?”

“Probably,” Tommie repeated. “Owning someone can bring out the worst in some people. It’s why the courts can take away the rights to own one. Some people just shouldn’t have a subject.”

Eddie might have protested, insisted it was obvious he would never harm anyone, slave or free, his property or someone else’s. But that didn’t need to be said. Probably better not to bring it up, in fact, because it was the reason he and Tommie had grown slowly, inexorably apart after three years of exclusive dating. Eddie was too nice. He gave so much time to his students, his peers, his department, he had none left for Tommie. Not that she’d been neglected. They took trips, they went out to dinner, she spent the night, they made love passionately, especially at the start before the cracks started to show. They’d talked about marriage. But in the end, she was just another of Eddie’s many beloved commitments, and nothing more.

“You know, maybe you should look into it,” Tommie said.

“She recommended a book,” Eddie said. “I’ve downloaded it. I’m trying to work up the courage to read it.”

“What’s the title?”

“Uh, a guide, a novice’s guide for owning a female. Something like that.”

“You’re afraid to open it,” Tommie said.

“There’s a naked girl on the cover,” Eddie said.

“Well, that’s what you’d be buying,” Tommie said. “They’re usually naked, as I’m sure you’ve seen.”

“I tend to look away,” Eddie said. “I’ve tended to feel sorry for them.”

“It’s part of the deal,” Tommie said. “I promise you they’re embarrassed for about a day before they get used to it.”

“I just feel bad that they’re not given a choice.”

“So sensitive,” Tommie said admiringly. “But read the book. You need to know what you’re turning down if you decide not to buy her. And it works for a lot of people, or it wouldn’t be as popular as it is. It can be a nice alternative.”

“Alternative to what?”

“I don’t want to get into this again,” Tommie said. “And I’m not criticizing you. I really respect who you are, even if it didn’t work for me. And maybe you’ll find a woman who fits. But sometimes, the best thing can be something a little unconventional. Humans aren’t all stamped from the same cookie cutter.”

“You mean an alternative to a wife.”

“I didn’t say that.”

“But you’re implying it.”

“Okay, Eddie, maybe I was,” Tommie said. “But there’s nothing wrong with it. You called for my honest opinion, and that’s it. If you buy a girl who wants to sell herself to you, and you treat her well, and you get things you want from her, everyone wins.”

“I hear you,” Eddie said, tone softening. “I didn’t mean to get defensive. You’ve been honest with me.”

“Always,” Tommie said. “Hey, let me know if anything comes of it.”

“I will. Thanks.”


Chapter 8: The Swap

Jackson had been SubjectSmart rental inventory for almost two years, long enough to recognize patterns. When Fallon told him he was being rented with another subject for a "couples' weekend," he knew exactly what kind of weekend it would be.

"You'll be with Olivia," Fallon said, attaching his transport chains. "Two couples renting you both for a cabin weekend. They requested one male, one female."

"Got it," Jackson said. He'd done these before. Couples who wanted to "spice things up" without the complications of actual swinging. The subjects were the safe option, controlled, temporary, no emotional entanglements.

Olivia was waiting at the front of the store, already chained. She looked nervous. Jackson had seen her around, but they'd never been rented together before.

"First time doing a couple rental?" he asked her quietly.

"I did one a few weeks ago," she said. "But it was just one couple."

"This'll be different," Jackson warned. "Two couples means group dynamics. Things can get ... complicated."

Before Olivia could respond, the customers arrived. Two couples in their late thirties, well-dressed and clearly well-off. The men were the type who wore expensive casual clothes, designer jeans, button-downs that cost more than Jackson's entire pre-slavery wardrobe. The women had that polished look that came from regular salon visits and personal trainers.

"I'm Richard," said the taller of the two men, shaking Fallon's hand. "We spoke on the phone."

"Of course," Fallon said. "You're all set. The rental period is through Sunday evening, return by nine PM. Any questions?"

"We're good," said the blonde woman–Jennifer, Jackson would learn. "We've got the cabin stocked, we've read the guidelines. We're ready."

Richard and the other man, Alex, signed the paperwork while the women examined the subjects with undisguised curiosity.

"She's pretty," Maya said, looking at Olivia. She was an Indian woman with warm brown eyes and a nervous smile. "And he's..." She glanced at Jackson. "Impressive."

"That's what we're paying for," her husband Richard said with a laugh. He took both leashes from Fallon. "Alright, let's get on the road. We're losing daylight."

They'd brought two vehicles, Richard and Maya's Range Rover and Alex and Jennifer's Tesla. After a brief discussion, they put Jackson in the Range Rover with Richard and Maya, while Olivia went with Alex and Jennifer.

"Divide and conquer," Alex joked. "For now."

The drive took an hour and a half, winding through increasingly rural roads until they reached a luxury cabin perched on the edge of a lake. It was the kind of place that appeared in lifestyle magazines: massive windows, a wraparound deck, a hot tub overlooking the water.

"Home for the weekend," Jennifer announced as they climbed out of the cars.

Inside was even more impressive. Open floor plan, gourmet kitchen, leather furniture, a stone fireplace. And upstairs, Jackson counted four bedrooms.

"Okay," Richard said, clapping his hands together. "Ground rules. We've got two master suites upstairs, each with a king bed. Maya and I will take the east one with..." He consulted a piece of paper. "Jackson. Alex and Jennifer, you've got the west suite with Olivia."

"Separate but equal," Alex said. "Just like we discussed."

"And if we want to ... modify the arrangement?" Jennifer asked, a slight smile on her face.

"We'll discuss it as we go," Maya said quickly. "But let's start with the plan."

They had clearly talked this through extensively. Jackson recognized the signs of couples who'd negotiated every detail in advance, trying to control variables, avoid jealousy, keep things safe.

It never worked. He'd seen this movie before.

"Let's get settled," Richard said. "Dinner at seven?"

The couples separated to their respective suites. Richard and Maya led Jackson upstairs to a gorgeous bedroom with views of the lake.

"Okay," Maya said once the door was closed. "So, um, how does this work?"

Jackson had been through this orientation speech dozens of times. "However you want it to work. I'm here to do what you tell me. If you want to start slow, we start slow. If you want to jump right in, we jump right in. If you want to just talk for a while, we talk."

"We want to start slow," Maya said, looking at Richard. "Right?"

"Right," Richard agreed. He seemed less nervous than his wife, more matter-of-fact. "Why don't you shower, Jackson? Get comfortable. Maya, you want to shower too?"

"Good idea," Maya said.

They took turns in the en-suite bathroom. Jackson went first, using the opportunity to assess the situation. The couples were friends, that was obvious from how they interacted. They'd probably discussed swinging for years but never had the courage. The subjects were their training wheels.

When Jackson emerged in just a towel, he found Maya in a silk robe and Richard in pajama pants, shirtless. They were sitting on the edge of the bed, holding hands.

"Okay," Richard said. "So, Maya and I have been married for twelve years. We love each other. We're doing this to... explore. Together."

"I understand," Jackson said. "You want to maintain a connection while experiencing something new."

"Exactly," Maya said, relieved. "Have you done this before?"

"Many times," Jackson assured her. "I know how to work with couples. How to keep you two at the center while I provide the... variation."

Richard smiled. "Good. That's good." He looked at Maya. "You want to start?"

"I don't know," Maya said. "Maybe we should see what's happening downstairs first? I feel weird starting before..."

"Before we know if Alex and Jennifer are doing the same thing?" Richard finished. "Yeah, okay. Let's go down."

They found Alex and Jennifer in the living room, already opening wine. Olivia was sitting on the floor near the fireplace, still naked and chained. She looked uncomfortable.

"Hey!" Jennifer said brightly. "We were just about to start a fire. Wine?"

"Definitely," Maya said.

For the next hour, they drank wine and talked, the four friends falling into their comfortable dynamic. The subjects sat quietly, Jackson on the couch near Richard and Maya, Olivia on the floor cushion by Jennifer. They were discussed occasionally–"She has amazing skin, doesn't she?" "Look at his build,"–but mostly ignored.

Until Jennifer said, "So, have you guys done anything yet?"

Maya blushed. "No, we were just settling in. You?"

"We fooled around a little," Jennifer admitted. Alex smiled and put his arm around her. "Just testing the waters. She's very responsive."

Olivia's face colored, but she said nothing.

"Maybe we should all have dinner first," Richard suggested. "Take our time."

"Or," Jennifer said, her words slightly slurred from the wine, "we could skip dinner and get to the good stuff."

"Jen," Alex said, laughing. "Slow down."

"Why?" Jennifer said. "We're all adults. We're all here for the same reason. Why pretend otherwise?"

Maya looked at Richard. "She has a point."

"Okay," Richard said. "So what are you suggesting?"

"I'm suggesting we stop being so precious about this," Jennifer said. She stood up and walked to where Olivia sat. "Olivia, stand up."

Olivia stood. Jennifer ran her hands over Olivia's body, cupping her breasts, squeezing her ass. "See? It's easy. They're here to be used. So let's use them."

"Together?" Maya asked. "Like, all of us in the same room?"

"Why not?" Jennifer said. "We're friends. We've known each other for years. And honestly, I think it'll be hotter if we can see each other."

The room went quiet. Jackson watched the dynamics shift. This was the moment, the inflection point. If they agreed to this, the careful boundaries they'd set would start to crumble.

"I'm okay with it," Alex said. "If everyone else is."

"Richard?" Maya asked.

Richard looked at his wife, then at Jennifer and Alex, then at Jackson. "You've done this before, right? All together?"

"Yes," Jackson confirmed.

"Is it... does it work?"

"Sometimes," Jackson said carefully. "Depends on the people involved."

"That's not very reassuring," Maya said with a nervous laugh.

"It can be amazing," Jackson said. "But you have to communicate. If something feels wrong, speak up immediately."

"See?" Jennifer said. "Even he says it's fine. Come on, let's do this. Everyone upstairs. The east suite has the bigger bed."

They migrated upstairs like a nervous herd, the four friends and their two rented subjects. In the master bedroom, Jennifer immediately started stripping.

"Clothes off, everyone," she announced. "No point being shy now."

Alex followed his wife's lead, then Richard and Maya more slowly. Soon all four friends were naked, looking at each other with a mixture of excitement and uncertainty.

"Subjects, on the bed," Jennifer commanded. "Lie down next to each other."

"Shouldn't we take their chains off?” Maya asked.

“No, the rules said they stay on at all times,” Jennifer said. “Besides, I like the way they look with them on.”

Jackson and Olivia climbed onto the king bed and lay on their backs, side by side. The four friends gathered around the bed, looking down at them.

"This is surreal," Maya whispered.

"It's hot," Jennifer corrected. She climbed onto the bed, straddling Olivia. "I'm going first. Everyone else can watch and learn."

She lowered herself onto Olivia's face. "Use your tongue," she ordered.

Olivia obeyed, and Jennifer moaned immediately. "Oh fuck, she's good at this."

Alex moved to the bed, positioning himself between Olivia's legs. "May I?" he asked his wife.

"Mm-hmm," Jennifer hummed, her eyes closed as Olivia worked. "Go ahead."

Alex entered Olivia while his wife rode her face. The combination made Olivia's body arch, a muffled sound coming from her throat.

Maya watched with wide eyes, her hand unconsciously moving between her own legs. Richard noticed and pulled her close, kissing her neck while they watched their friends use Olivia.

"That's so hot," Maya breathed.

"Want to try?" Richard asked.

Maya nodded. She looked at Jackson. "Can I...?"

"Of course," Jackson said. He was already hard, his body's involuntary response to the situation, regardless of how he felt about it.

Maya climbed onto the bed, straddling Jackson's hips. She was nervous, her hands shaking as she positioned him. Richard moved behind her, supporting her, his hands on her waist as she lowered herself onto Jackson's cock.

"Oh," Maya gasped. "Oh my god."

"You okay?" Richard asked.

"More than okay," Maya said. She started to move, slowly at first, then with increasing confidence. Richard's hands roamed her body, her breasts, her stomach, her thighs, maintaining the connection between them even as she fucked another man.

Now both subjects were being used simultaneously. Jackson underneath Maya, Olivia underneath both Alex and Jennifer. The four friends were all on the bed together, the boundaries they'd carefully constructed already dissolving.

"Switch?" Jennifer suggested breathlessly. "I want to try him."

"Okay," Maya said, though she sounded reluctant to stop.

The couples rearranged. Jennifer moved to Jackson, mounting him with practiced ease. Maya, flushed and aroused, moved to where Olivia lay catching her breath.

"Can I?" Maya asked Olivia. "I've never... with a woman."

"Yes, ma'am," Olivia said quietly.

Maya lowered her face tentatively between Olivia's legs, then with growing enthusiasm. Richard watched his wife with fascination, stroking himself.

Alex, left momentarily without a subject, moved behind his wife as she rode Jackson. "Can I?" he asked her.

"Yes," Jennifer moaned. "God, yes."

Alex entered Jennifer from behind while she continued riding Jackson, creating a chain of bodies. Jennifer cried out at the double penetration, her hands bracing on Jackson's chest.

"Holy fuck," Richard breathed, watching. He moved closer to the bed, still stroking himself, his eyes locked on the scene.

This was the moment Jackson had been waiting for. The moment when the subjects stopped being the main event and became the excuse. The bridge.

"Richard," Jennifer called out between moans. "Get over here. Let Maya use you while she's busy with Olivia."

Richard looked at Maya, who lifted her head from between Olivia's thighs. Her face was wet, her eyes glazed with arousal.

"Yeah," Maya said. "Come here."

Richard positioned himself behind his wife, entering her while she continued to eat out Olivia. Now both couples were connected through the subjects, Jennifer being fucked by both her husband and Jackson, Maya being fucked by her husband while pleasuring Olivia.

The room filled with sounds: moans, gasps, the slap of skin on skin, the wet sounds of penetration. The subjects had become the centerpiece of an orgy that was rapidly spiraling beyond anyone's initial intentions.

"I want to try her," Richard said suddenly, pulling out of Maya.

Everyone froze.

"What?" Maya asked.

"Jennifer," Richard said. "I want to try Jennifer."

"But you're with me," Maya said, sitting up.

"I know," Richard said. "But isn't that the point? To try new things?"

Maya looked hurt, then uncertain, then at Jennifer and Alex. "Did you guys plan this?"

"No," Alex said quickly. He'd pulled out of Jennifer, who was still astride Jackson. "We didn't plan anything."

"But you want to swap," Maya said. "That's what this is becoming, isn't it? You want to swap wives."

"Maybe that's not such a bad thing," Jennifer said, climbing off Jackson. "Maybe that's what we've all wanted all along, and we were just too scared to say it."

"Jen," Alex said warningly.

"What?" Jennifer said. "You can't tell me you haven't thought about it. About Maya." She looked at Richard. "And I know you've looked at me."

The room went very quiet.

"I think we need to slow down," Jackson said carefully. It was unusual for a subject to speak up during a rental, but he could see the situation deteriorating. "Maybe take a break, have some water, talk about what's happening."

"We don't need your advice," Richard snapped. Then, more gently: "Sorry. But this is between us."

Jackson backed off. He'd tried. Next to him, Olivia was curled up, trying to make herself small, clearly overwhelmed by the group dynamics.

"I want to try it," Maya said suddenly. "If you get to fuck Jennifer, I get to fuck Alex."

"Maya," Richard said, shocked.

"What?" Maya said. "You started this. You said you wanted to try Jennifer. So I get to try Alex. That's fair."

Alex and Jennifer looked at each other. Some wordless communication passed between them.

"Okay," Jennifer said. "But I get Richard."

"Done," Maya said.

And just like that, the swap was happening. The subjects, momentarily forgotten, watched as the two couples separated and reconfigured. Richard moved to Jennifer, Maya to Alex, while Jackson and Olivia retreated to the edge of the bed to give them space.

"This is insane," Richard said, but he was already hard, already pulling Jennifer toward him.

"Completely insane," Maya agreed, but she was pulling Alex onto her, wrapping her legs around him.

Jennifer kissed Richard deeply. "Well," she said, looking around the bed at her friends all coupled with each other's spouses, "this is happening."

What followed was a tangle of bodies and contradictions. Richard fucked Jennifer while watching his wife fuck his best friend. Maya cried out under Alex while staring at her husband with another woman. Jennifer moaned Richard's name while keeping her eyes locked on her husband.

The subjects were still present, still available, but they'd become irrelevant. The real action was happening between the friends: the boundaries they were crossing, the taboos they were breaking, the desire they were finally admitting.

"Oh god," Maya moaned. "Alex, don't stop."

"You feel so good," Richard told Jennifer, but his eyes were on Maya.

Jennifer leaned down and kissed Richard deeply, but she kept glancing at Alex, watching him with Maya. Alex noticed and his thrusts into Maya became more aggressive, like he was competing.

It was a mess of jealousy and arousal, competition and cooperation, the couples using each other while the subjects watched from the sidelines.

Jackson and Olivia had been pushed to the edge of the bed, then onto the floor. They sat together in the corner, their role in the evening suddenly finished. The couples no longer needed them. They had what they really wanted: each other's spouses.

When Richard came, he pulled out of Jennifer and moved immediately to his wife, pushing Alex aside and reclaiming her. Alex didn't fight, just moved to Jennifer, pulling his wife away from Richard.

The four friends collapsed into a tangled heap, the subjects completely forgotten now, touching each other with a desperate possessiveness that had nothing to do with exploration and everything to do with territorial reclamation.

Jackson kept his arm around Olivia's shoulders as they watched from the corner. The four friends kissed their own spouses, then reached for each other again, unable to decide what they wanted, what they were doing, what boundaries still existed.

"Are they okay?" Olivia whispered to Jackson.

"No," Jackson said quietly. "But that's not our problem."

Eventually, the four friends separated, breathing heavily and looking at each other with expressions ranging from exhilaration to horror to confusion.

"Well," Jennifer said finally. "That happened."

"Yeah," Maya said faintly. She was crying, Jackson noticed. Silent tears running down her face.

"Maya," Richard said, reaching for her.

"Don't," she said, pulling away. "I need a minute."

She got up and went into the bathroom, closing the door. They heard the shower turn on.

"Fuck," Richard said, putting his head in his hands.

"This was a mistake," Alex said. He was looking at his wife. "Jen, this was a mistake."

"You didn't think it was a mistake five minutes ago," Jennifer said sharply.

"That was different, "

"How was it different?"

"Because it was in the moment. Because we all got carried away. But now..." Alex gestured helplessly. "Now we have to live with this."

"Oh, please," Jennifer said. "Like you haven't fantasized about Maya for years."

"That's not fair," Alex said.

"Isn't it?" Jennifer stood up, reaching for her robe. "You know what? I'm going to bed. The subjects can sleep downstairs."

She left the room. Alex looked at Richard, who was still sitting with his head in his hands, then at the subjects.

"There are bedrooms downstairs," he said. "Make yourselves comfortable."

He left too, following his wife.

Richard finally looked up at Jackson and Olivia. "I'm sorry," he said. "This wasn't... we didn't mean for it to go like this."

"It's okay," Jackson said. It was a lie, but it was what renters wanted to hear.

"No, it's not," Richard said. He stood up, suddenly seeming very tired. "We fucked up. We fucked up bad. Just... go downstairs. Please."

Jackson and Olivia went downstairs. They found a guest bedroom and sat on the bed together.

"That was awful," Olivia said.

"Yeah," Jackson agreed.

"Does it always go like that?"

"Not always," Jackson said. "But often enough. Couples think renting subjects will be safe. No emotional attachment, no consequences. But they forget that they still have feelings for each other. And watching your spouse with someone else, subject or not, brings up things people aren't prepared for."

"They're going to get divorced, aren't they?" Olivia said.

"Maybe," Jackson said. "Or maybe they'll work through it. Either way, it's not about us."

They sat in silence for a while, until Olivia realized she wanted Jackson to hold her. She looked at him and he nodded, then moved closer and spooned her as best he could while still shackled, manacled, and collared.

"Do you think they'll even use us tomorrow?" Olivia asked as she pressed her bottom against his manhood. He eased it into her, two sex slaves doing what sex slaves do but getting little pleasure from it.

"Probably not," Jackson said as he slid into Olivia’s tunnel and slowly fucked her. "Tomorrow will be all about damage control. They'll be too busy dealing with their marriages to remember why they rented us."

They fell asleep that way, neither of them climaxing and both of them content not to.

Jackson was right. Saturday was tense and awkward. The four friends barely spoke to each other. Maya and Richard stayed in their room. Alex and Jennifer had a screaming fight that could be heard throughout the cabin. No one touched the subjects.

By Sunday morning, all four friends were ready to leave. They packed up in silence, loaded the cars, and drove back to Durham without a word.

At SubjectSmart, they returned Jackson and Olivia without incident. Fallon processed the returns, noted there was no physical damage, and returned the subjects to their cages.

"How was it?" Harper asked when Olivia was settled in her cage.

"Complicated," Olivia said.

"Couples rental?"

"Two couples."

Harper whistled. "Those never end well."

"No," Olivia agreed. "They don't."

She lay down and pulled her blanket over herself. The weekend had been physically easier than some she'd endured, certainly nothing like Glen's farm or Trevor and Sienna's psychological torture. But it had been exhausting in a different way, navigating the complex emotional dynamics of four people who used subjects to avoid confronting their true desires.

She wondered if the friendships would survive. If the marriages would survive. If any of them would ever admit that the subjects had been an excuse, not a solution.

Probably not. People rarely admit uncomfortable truths.

But that was their problem. Olivia had her own problems to worry about.

Like the fact that tomorrow, she'd be rented again. By someone else. For some other purpose. And the cycle would continue.

That was the real truth she'd learned: It didn't matter how she felt about any of it. She was inventory. She was there to be used. And whether the customers used her for sex, or exploration, or as a bridge to touch what they really wanted, the result was the same.

She was just a tool. And tools didn't get to have feelings about how they were used.


Chapter 9: A Trip Through the Store

“Okay,” said Fallon Wales, the harried subject rental manager, during a brief break between customers. “I can give you the run of the store, but I’ll have to set you up for that, store policy.”

“Set me up,” said Annabelle, raising her eyebrows. “What does that involve?”

Annabelle Tillman, a Colorado attorney who specialized in mergers and acquisitions, had spent the last 45 minutes nude and with her anus chained to a hip-high ring set into the wall in Fallon’s office. The girl, a subject since birth, was otherwise unrestrained, and she’d spent her time in Fallon’s office without any apparent concern over her condition, writing notes and talking to customers. And if she was worried about any impending deterioration to her state, the introduction of additional restraints and barriers to enable her survey of a typical outpost of this subject-focused megastore, she wasn’t showing it.

“I’ll need to put you in shackles,” Fallon said. “And handcuffs, and a restriction rod.”

“Restriction rod?” Annabelle echoed.

“It goes up your vagina and gets locked in there,” Fallon said.

“You’re worried a customer is going to rape me?” Annabelle asked.

“Well, that, or you might seduce someone,” Fallon said with a laugh.

“Might be good for business,” Annabelle quipped.

“No free samples,” Fallon said. “Official policy.”

“For the record, I wouldn’t be tempted to just open up for someone here browsing the shelves,” Annabelle said. “I’d be a little surprised if any of your girls would.”

“Trust me, it happens,” Fallon said. “Plus, with something like that up your hole, you’re less likely to want to leave the building, since the key’s with me.”

“Okay, I’m seeing the wisdom in it,” Annabelle said. “But it’s something else I’ve never worn. I am curious, though.”

Fallon headed over to a small cabinet, pulled out chains and, after a little more rummaging around, a dildo-sized orange rod in a clear plastic bag marked “SANITIZED”.

“My hands will be in front?” Annabelle asked. “So I can keep taking notes?”

“Yes,” Fallon said, and Annabelle held her arms out before her, legal pad in one hand, pen in the other, watching Fallon bind her wrists, kneel to chain her ankles. After a quick test of each cuff, Fallon pulled the rod out of the bag and dropped to one knee.

“Do you want your leash out before I put this one in?” Fallon asked.

“I was just getting used to it,” Annabelle said. “Let’s see if I can do both.”

“Okay, just open your legs a little.”

Annabelle obeyed and Fallon pushed the restriction rod up the girl’s front chamber, pressing a button in the base that drove short pins into Annabelle’s vaginal walls.

“Wow,” Annabelle said, laughing through an exaggerated series of pants.

“It shouldn’t hurt,” Fallon said.

“No, just kind of intense,” Annabelle said. “Definitely feeling full.”

“My offer stands, want me to empty your rectum?”

“Well, maybe you could, if–”
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“Oh shit, there they go again,” Fallon said.

“Leave it in,” Annabelle said. “I’ll be fine.”

Fallon grabbed a key, released the end of Annabelle’s leash from the ring, and stared at the chain. “I assume you don’t want this dragging behind you.”

“No,” Annabelle agreed. “If a customer gets tangled up in it, we’ll both have something to regret. Maybe just lock it to my handcuffs?”

“Yeah,” Fallon said, raising the anal chain and padlocking the end to the chain between the girl’s hands.

“Sorry, not the most elegant solution,” Fallon said, exiting her office. “But I hope you can find what you’re looking for. Good luck.”

Annabelle watched Fallon hustle off before she took one tentative step, looking down to watch the chain swing between her legs and rattle up to her wrists. She took three more steps, observed the chain as it swayed randomly, imagined herself eventually finding the right gait to keep the chain moving in an orderly way, but quickly dismissed the effort as futile. Besides, a good four inches of the orange restriction rod was protruding from her vagina, rendering moot any pursuit of grace or dignity. She left Fallon’s office, turned left toward the rest of the store, and hoped that any customers who noticed her would focus on her substantial breasts and not the chaos below her waist. But it hardly mattered. She’d probably never see any of these people again, anyway.

Despite her conviction none of this mattered in the big scheme of things, Annabelle aimed for the least occupied of the aisles as she began her survey of the products sold at SubjectSmart. And her first impression was that, even if she was born into slavery, and had gladly participated for years in the programs that acclimated girls to the institution, she didn’t know much at all.

Here, in 30 feet of shelving that ran from the floor to above eye level, were hundreds of chaining approaches, bearing a dozen logos, including the SubjectSmart house brand.

“MANACLE SYSTEMS,” read the sign above this part of the store, the shelves further broken down with signs indicating the number of limbs bound, and which limbs they were, all in a kind of shorthand you had to study for a bit to learn:

3-PT 2 HANDS 1 FOOT

2-PT HANDS/FEET

4-PT ALL LIMBS

5-PT NECK + LIMBS

4-PT HOGTIE

Morbid curiosity drew Annabelle to the last option, and she reached up for one of the packages, set it on her legal pad to study it, smiled grimly at the girl on her belly with her wrists cuffed behind her and fastened with a short chain to her ankles. The model, a pretty girl with black hair and blue eyes, looked a little surprised, a little distressed, or maybe a little amused as she raised her head to look at the camera.

“Ideal for punishment and secure transport,” declared the yellow letters on the front of the box. “SIZE: Female medium.” A disclaimer had been printed at the bottom of the package: “NOT FOR EXTENDED USE. CHECK LOCAL ORDINANCES FOR APPROVED APPLICATIONS”

Annabelle returned the product to the shelf, continued to browse, pondered the unspoken subtext: People didn’t want to be slaves. People didn’t want to do the things you had to do as slaves. So you chained them, bound them, locked things around their limbs, put things up their rectums and vaginas, and forced them to conform to what you wanted. There were owners and owned, chainers and chained, the people who got what they wanted and the people who satisfied those wants. There were of course many people who weren’t part of that particular construct, who neither owned anyone nor were owned, but that didn’t mean they were immune from humanity's inescapable hierarchies. Parents and children, teachers and students, bosses and the bossed. Annabelle, ironically, felt she had more in common with the non-slave communities. She’d been a daughter, a student, an employee, and most days that was her only identity, her servitude by birth an afterthought.

And so it was with a sense of unease that she turned away from the restraint aisle. Just because she’d been raised benignly didn’t mean these shelves of chains and leashes weren’t an essential part of her world. Indeed, she was as thoroughly bound as a slave girl could be at the moment, four limbs cuffed, both holes corked. But to Annabelle, this was just a costume, or an uncomfortable work uniform, not a way of life. Maître d’s wore very restrictive suits. Sports mascots were forced to embed themselves in veritable spacesuits, without air-conditioning, regardless how hot it was. Mere chains were nothing next to that.

She looked up, studied the overhead signs that directed her to other parts of the store, tried to avoid the eyes of a gaunt man pretending to be interested in the merchandise but who kept staring at her.

“You work here?” someone behind her barked, sharply enough that it made her jump.

Annabelle whirled, found a short man with blue eyes and pronounced upper incisors gazing aggressively at her.

“Not really,” Annabelle said, holding up her legal pad like a shield. Something about the man left her unsettled. He didn’t look like he’d slept in a day. His hair was a mess, his eyes bloodshot, his rumpled gray t-shirt clashing with his khaki pants.

“You know where slaves are to rent?” he demanded.

“Yes, I can show you that,” Annabelle said, weighing the pros and cons of interviewing him as part of her research. It seemed like he was in a hurry. Or no, not just in a hurry. On a mission. Driven. A furious mission, maybe. Not an interview candidate, regardless.

As they headed to the rental area, Annabelle shambling in her chains, the man behind her sounding like he was taking three steps for every one of hers, she started having second thoughts about assisting him. She didn’t work here. She should have told him she couldn’t break away from her project. Or just pointed the way toward Fallon’s rental department. But no, she was escorting the man, leading the way, becoming party to whatever he was working on, which seemed to be something Annabelle was growing increasingly uncomfortable with.

“Have you rented someone here before?” Annabelle ventured.

“Never,” he said. “Why don’t you work here?”

“Wasn’t hired,” Annabelle said, wondering if the unvarnished truth might confuse him enough to slow him down. “I’m working on a legal matter.”

“Why are you naked then?” he asked, the question more accusing than curious. “I thought only slaves were naked.”

“I’m a slave,” she said, using the vulgar term for her class because he had. “But I’m a lawyer too. Out of Colorado. I’m here to do corporate research.”

“You study the rental business, huh?”

“That’s within my purview, along with merchandise, polic–”

“Cuz that’s a whole scandal right there,” the man said. “Put that on your little legal pad.”

“I will,” Annabelle said, fear growing as the man caught sight of the rental department sign and hustled ahead.

Annabelle struggled to keep up with him, watched him storm through the doors to the rental inventory cages. She stopped at Fallon’s office and found the manager alone, staring into her PC.

“Fallon?” Annabelle said.

Fallon whirled, sensing something alarming in the subject’s tone. “Yeah?”

“Might be nothing,” Annabelle said, her voice lowered but tinged with foreboding. “But there’s a gentleman who asked for directions to the rental department, and he seems very, very angry.”

“Big front teeth?” Fallon asked.

“As a matter of fact, yes,” Annabelle said.

“Oh, shit,” Fallon said, shooting up from her chair and heading toward the cages, Annabelle trailing after her and fearing the worst. She hadn’t noticed a gun on the man, but did you need one when all your intended victims were confined to tiny cages? A knife would probably do.

The man had apparently found who was looking for by the time Annabelle reached the rental cages.

“Hey, Bo,” the man said, addressing one of the male subjects, an attractive blond slave looking warily out from confinement.

“Hey there,” the subject said with a smile that surprised Annabelle with its sincerity, and he dropped to his rear to sit cross-legged and regard his interlocutor.

“You know who I am?” the man said.

“Uh, the Easter Bunny?” the subject replied.

“What’s your name, Bo?” the free man demanded, his voice going high-pitched as he approached the cage.

“Dak,” the slave replied. “What’s your name, Bo?”

“My name is the name of the husband of the, of the wife you had . . . you had some adultery with her.”

“You talking about Maggie?” Dak said, not looking particularly contrite.

“Her name is Margaret.”

“She said she wanted to be called Maggie, though,” Dak said.

“What she said don’t matter,” said the man.

“Maybe that’s your problem,” Dak said, pressing his face against the bars. “You don’t care what she wants, and you’re not man enough to give it to her anyway.”

“What you know about my wife?” the man nearly screamed.

“Very sweet girl. Nice soft pussy,” Dak said, keeping his face dangerously close to the bars.

“You liked what you did to her, didn’t you?” the man said, now speaking in a malevolent hiss.

“No,” Dak said. “I loved it. Did you see the movies? Did you see me ram it up her asshole? Because that was kinda the–”

The man growled, literally growled, as he swung at Dak, his fist connecting with the poor subject’s nose before it hit the bars.

“Aww, shit! Shit!” the man screamed, holding his hand.

“AWWW-EIEEEEE!!!” Screamed Dak, holding his face, blood oozing down his wrists.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” Fallon demanded, pushing the man by his shoulder to get him to turn toward her. “Why the hell are you punching my inventory?”

“That bastard fucked my wife yesterday!” the man said, having to shout over Dak’s agonized wails.

“You take that up with your wife!” Fallon shouted back. “He does whatever the customer asks, he was turned in yesterday with no complaints. And you just bought yourself a shitload of trouble.”

“Fuck off, bitch,” the man said, turning and striding out of the rental area, still nursing his injured hand.

“Hey, you’re not leaving!” Fallon said. “Hey, stop! Stop!”

Annabelle, who’d silently witnessed the entire spectacle, watched Fallon chase after the man, the two bodies passing into the store, turning left. Once she’d lost sight of them, she turned to Dak to see if there was anything she could do for him.

He was sitting cross-legged again, holding a wipe to his nose, his blood running around his mouth, dripping off his chin and elbows, rolling across his thighs. But it wasn’t the gore that got Annabelle’s attention. It was his expression. He was looking at Annabelle with serene determination.

“Are you okay?” she asked.

“I’m good.”

“You’re bleeding,” she noted.

“Yup,” he said.

“Does it hurt?”

“A little.”

“You were practically screaming a second ago.”

“I’m all better now,” he said, drawing snickers from some of the other subjects around him. The girl in the cage next to his covered her mouth as she laughed, and Annabelle was beginning to sense that all was not as it seemed, that Dak had put his face within the furious man’s punching range on purpose, that Dak’s howls of pain were an act.

Was this episode one of thousands of insignificant, forgettable things that happened in the nation’s SubjectSmarts every day? Did it capture the essence of rental subjecthood, a slice of life that spoke to the core of the industry? Annabelle wasn’t sure yet.

“Explain what just happened,” she said.

“Who’s asking?” he said.

“Annabelle Tillman,” she replied. “I’m a lawyer from Colorado. I’m researching SubjectSmart.”

“A lawyer,” he said, eyes wandering her body admiringly.

“Yes,” she said. “Why did you let him punch you? And why . . . why did you talk to him like that?”

“His wife,” Dak began, “his soon to be ex-wife, I should say, she rented me yesterday, had me fuck her seven ways to Sunday, they’ve got security cams all over the house and I assume he watched it all when he got home last night. His wife split as soon as she was done with me, I was part of her plan to completely fuck him over, he can’t find her and his whole world’s been turned upside down and he wants to kill something and so either I act nice when he shows up and then he rents me and spends the day making me pay, or I get him to punch me, and now he’s going to be charged with property damage, and he probably broke his hand, so after he’s arrested he goes to the emergency room, and he got what he wanted, more or less, hearing me scream. And I was pretty convincing, wasn’t I?”

Annabelle scratched furiously on her legal pad, because this did seem important, and it wasn’t a side of the subject world she was familiar with. It was a desperate story, a tale of peril and courage, of the quiet, terrifying lives of America’s slave class.

“Did he break your nose?” Annabelle asked.

“Nope,” Dak said smiling, the blood making little red squares around the edges of his teeth.

~ ~ ~

“Hey, Fallon, I’m done,” Annabelle announced, standing just outside the busy woman’s office late that afternoon.

“Great,” Fallon said without turning away from her PC. “Did you get what you needed?”

“More than I expected,” Annabelle said. “Very helpful.”

“You want to hang out here with me?” Fallon said. “I can chain your anus to the ring again.”

“I’m ready to have this thing out,” Annabelle said with a laugh, looking down at the chain swinging between her legs. “Can you just put me back in a cage? I’m exhausted.”

“Yeah, just a second,” Fallon said, turning to regard the attorney. “What’s your verdict on the leash?”

“I’ve gotten used to it,” Annabelle said. “I might even ask for it if the alternative is four-point chains.”

“Cool, I’ll let our purchasing manager know,” Fallon said, and she crossed her arms and narrowed her eyes at the girl. “So, you’re not going to tell me what you’re working on, are you?”

“I can tell you I’m a mergers & acquisitions lawyer,” Annabelle said. “But beyond that, there’s a lot I don’t know.”

“There’s a chance someone could buy us though, right?” Fallon asked.

“There’s always that chance.”

“Or we could buy someone else?”

“Ditto.”

“And that could have a major impact on my life, right?”

“I can’t speak to that at all,” Annabelle replied. “If the sale doesn’t go through, no impact. Or if it does, 50-50 chance they’ll hire more people.”

“And a 50-50 chance they’ll let people go.”

“Yup.”

“Even if I don’t get fired, though, there would probably be new policies, new rules, things I have to change.”

“That’s a possibility,” Annabelle said. “It always is, at any business.”

“You can’t tell me who’s in play?” Fallon said, tone almost pleading. “Just between us girls? So I kind of know what to expect?”

“I couldn’t tell you even if I knew,” Annabelle said. “But I don’t know. We have no idea who’s involved, which is kind of unusual. Actually quite a mystery for us.”

“Okay, sorry for the questions,” Fallon said. “You wanna go back tonight, then?”

“Yes, if you’ve got time to crate me up.”

“Sure,” Fallon said, standing. “I’ll put an order in, have the box you showed up in pulled out of storage, and I’ll send a note to the night crew to box you up when they have time. The shippers usually show up around 9 or 10 when we have someone going out at night.”

“Sounds good.”


Chapter 10: Second Chances

Olivia had been SubjectSmart rental inventory for four months when she saw Brian again.

She was in her cage on a Thursday morning, having just returned from a three-day rental to a lawyer who'd worked her hard and left bruises on her hips from gripping too tightly. Harper was telling her about a customer who'd brought his elderly mother along for some reason when Olivia heard a familiar voice at the front of the rental department.

"Is Olivia still here? The blonde one, number 2847?"

Olivia's heart jumped. She sat up and looked through the bars of her cage toward the entrance. There he was. Brian. The first man who'd ever rented her, back when she was brand new to the system and still thought maybe, just maybe, someone would save her.

"Let me check," Fallon's voice replied. "Olivia... yes, she's here. Just got back this morning, actually. You've rented her before?"

"Twice," Brian said. "Four months ago. Best two days I've had in years."

Olivia watched him approach her cage, a smile on his face, genuine warmth in his eyes. He looked the same as she remembered. Slightly rumpled, kind eyes, the nervous energy of a man who wasn't quite comfortable with the whole slavery system but participated anyway.

"Olivia," he said when he reached her cage, crouching down to see her better. "I can't believe you're still here. I've been thinking about you for months."

She looked at him flatly. "Hello, Brian."

His smile faltered slightly at her tone. "Are you... is everything okay?"

"I'm fine," she said. Her voice was neutral, carefully controlled. She'd learned in the past four months to never let renters see what she was really feeling.

"I wanted to come back sooner," Brian said, the words tumbling out. "I really did. But work got crazy, and then I had a family thing, and money was tight for a while, and I just... I'm sorry it took so long."

Olivia said nothing. She'd heard variations of this speech before. Men who rented her once, enjoyed her, promised they'd come back, and then didn't. Or came back so late that whatever they thought they'd had with her was long gone.

"So," Brian continued, clearly uncomfortable with her silence. "Can I rent you again? For two days, like before?"

"You'll have to ask Fallon," Olivia said.

"Right, of course." He stood up. "I'll be right back."

She watched him walk back to Fallon's office. Harper leaned down from the cage above.

"You know him?" Harper asked.

"He was my first rental," Olivia said quietly. "The nice one I told you about. The one who made me breakfast and didn't hurt me."

"And you're not happy to see him?"

Olivia was quiet for a moment. When she'd first been rented to Brian, she'd been terrified and desperate. He'd been kind to her. Gentle. He'd made her feel almost human. And after two days with him, after he'd held her while they slept and cooked for her and talked to her like a person, she'd allowed herself to hope. To think that maybe he was different. That maybe he'd come back for her. That maybe he'd even buy her.

But he hadn't come back. Not for months. And in those months, Olivia had been rented by men who weren't gentle. Men who didn't make her breakfast or care about her comfort. Men who used her, returned her, and forgot about her. She'd been rented forty-three times in four months. She'd lost track of their faces, their names, what they'd done to her.

The hope she'd felt after Brian had died somewhere around her fifteenth rental.

"I was happy to see him," Olivia said finally. "Four months ago. Now he's just another customer."

Brian returned with Fallon, who unlocked Olivia's cage and attached her transport chains. Olivia climbed out and stood silently while Fallon processed the rental.

"Two days, return by Saturday evening," Fallon said, handing Brian the leash. "You know the drill."

"Thanks," Brian said. He looked at Olivia, clearly expecting some reaction, some acknowledgment. She kept her face blank.

The walk to his car was quiet. Olivia remembered the last time she'd made this walk with him, how terrified she'd been, how he'd tried to reassure her. Now she just walked mechanically, her chains rattling, her mind elsewhere.

In the car, Brian tried again. "I really am glad to see you," he said. "I've thought about you a lot."

"Okay," Olivia said.

"Are you mad at me? For not coming back sooner?"

She looked at him. "Why would I be mad? You don't owe me anything."

"I know, but..." He trailed off, clearly unsure how to proceed. "Last time, I thought we had a connection. I thought you enjoyed our time together."

"I did," Olivia said. It was true. She had enjoyed it. But that felt like a lifetime ago.

They drove in silence the rest of the way to his house. When they arrived, Olivia noticed it was cleaner than before. He'd clearly made an effort.

"I cleaned up for you," Brian said as he led her inside. "And I got groceries. Your favorite coffee, the good eggs, even some strawberries. I remember you mentioned you liked strawberries."

Olivia felt something twist in her chest. Four months ago, this would have meant everything to her. Now it just felt pointless.

"That's nice," she said.

Brian studied her face. "What happened to you?"

"What do you mean?"

"You're different," he said. "Last time, you were scared but you were still... you. Now you're just... empty."

"I'm a rental slave, Brian," Olivia said flatly. "This is what we become."

"No," he insisted. "That's not true. Some of the girls I've rented before, they were still themselves. They still had personality, spirit, something."

"Maybe they'd been in the system longer," Olivia said. "Maybe they'd learned to fake it better than me."

Brian set down her leash and sat heavily on his couch. "I should have come back sooner."

"It wouldn't have mattered," Olivia said. She was still standing in the middle of his living room, chained and naked, waiting for instructions. "I've been rented forty-three times since you. Forty-three different men, Brian. Some of them were fine. Most of them weren't. One of them staked me out in his yard in the sun all day. One of them rented me with his girlfriend and made me watch while she discovered we used to date. One of them…" She stopped. "It doesn't matter. The point is, you were just one of forty-four. You were nice, yes. But you were still just a customer who rented me and then left."

"I wanted to buy you," Brian blurted out.

Olivia stared at him.

"I did," he insisted. "After that first rental, I wanted to buy you. I called the store and asked how much. They told me you were worth at least seven hundred thousand, probably more. I don't have that kind of money. I make decent money, but I'm not rich. I couldn't afford you."

"So you left me there," Olivia said.

"I didn't have a choice!"

"You had lots of choices, Brian. You could have rented me again sooner. You could have visited me at the store, just to talk. You could have…" She shook her head. "But you didn't. You went on with your life and I stayed in my cage."

"I'm here now," Brian said desperately. "I saved up. I rented you for two days. I thought maybe we could... I don't know. Recapture what we had before."

"We didn't have anything before," Olivia said. "You rented a slave. You were kind to her. That's all that happened."

Brian stood up and walked to her. "That's not all that happened. I felt something with you. Real connection. And I think you felt it too."

He reached for her face, cupping her cheek gently. Olivia stood still and let him touch her. She didn't pull away, but she didn't lean into it either.

"See?" Brian said softly. "You do remember."

"I remember you were nice to me when I was terrified," Olivia said. "I remember I was grateful. But that's not the same thing as whatever you think we had."

Brian kissed her. Olivia let him. His lips were soft, searching, trying to find the girl who'd kissed him back four months ago. But that girl was gone.

When he pulled back, there were tears in his eyes. "What did they do to you?"

"Nothing they weren't allowed to do," Olivia said. "I'm a slave, Brian. I get used. That's what I'm for."

"Stop saying that," he said.

"Why? It's true."

"You're a person," Brian insisted. "You're Olivia. You're smart and funny and you wanted to be a nurse. You have dreams and feelings and—"

"Had," Olivia interrupted. "I had dreams. I had feelings. Now I have a cage and a collar and a rental rate."

Brian looked stricken. He stepped back, running his hands through his hair. "I don't know how to do this."

"You do what you rented me for," Olivia said. "You have sex with me. You make me clean your house. You use me however you want for two days. Then you return me."

"I don't want to use you," Brian said. "I wanted to be with you."

"You can't be with me," Olivia said. "I'm not yours. I'm SubjectSmart's. You're just borrowing me."

They stood in silence for a long moment. Finally, Brian said, "Do you want some coffee?"

"Sure," Olivia said.

He made coffee while she sat at his kitchen table, just like before. But everything felt different now. The comfortable silence they'd had before was replaced by awkward tension. Brian kept trying to make conversation, asking about her time at the store, about other rentals, about how she was doing. Olivia answered in monosyllables.

"Are you hungry?" Brian asked. "I could make those eggs you liked."

"I'm fine," Olivia said.

"Olivia, please," Brian said. "Talk to me. Really talk to me."

"What do you want me to say?" she asked.

"I want you to tell me how you feel," he said. "I want you to tell me what you're thinking. I want the real you, not this... robot version."

Olivia looked at him. Really looked at him. He seemed genuinely distressed. Genuinely concerned about her. And four months ago, that would have mattered.

"Okay," she said. "You want to know how I feel? I feel nothing. You want to know what I'm thinking? I'm thinking about how many hours until you return me. You want the real me? The real me died somewhere between the man who burned me with cigarettes and the couple who made me their dog for a weekend. What you're looking at now is what's left. This is all there is."

Brian's face crumpled. "I'm so sorry."

"Don't be," Olivia said. "It's not your fault."

"Isn't it?" Brian said. "I left you there. I could have tried harder to get you out. I could have—"

"You couldn't have done anything," Olivia said. "You said it yourself. You can't afford me. And even if you could, I'd just be a different kind of slave. Your slave instead of the store's slave. It wouldn't change what I am."

"It would be different," Brian insisted. "I'd treat you right. I'd take care of you. I'd—"

"You'd get bored with me eventually," Olivia said. "Or you'd meet someone free and realize you could have a real relationship instead of owning a person. It's what happens. I've heard stories."

Brian slumped in his chair. "I don't know what to do."

"You have sex with me," Olivia repeated. "That's what you paid for."

"I can't," Brian said. "Not like this. Not when you're so... disconnected."

"I can fake it if you want," Olivia offered. "I've gotten good at faking it."

"No," Brian said sharply. "I don't want you to fake it. I want—" He stopped. "I want something I can't have."

They spent the rest of the day in uncomfortable limbo. Brian tried to engage her in conversation. Olivia responded politely but distantly. He made her lunch. She ate it. He suggested they watch a movie. She sat next to him on the couch, naked and chained, and stared at the screen without really seeing it.

That night, Brian led her to his bedroom. "You can sleep in the bed," he said. "I'll take the couch."

"You're supposed to use me," Olivia said.

"I don't want to use you," Brian said tiredly.

"Then why did you rent me?"

"Because I'm an idiot," Brian said. "Because I thought I could fix this. Because I convinced myself that if I just saw you again, everything would be like it was before."

"Nothing is ever like it was before," Olivia said.

She slept in his bed, chained and alone, while he slept on the couch. In the morning, she woke to the smell of coffee and eggs. Brian had made breakfast, just like he'd done four months ago. But when she came downstairs, he looked exhausted.

"I'm taking you back early," he said.

"Okay," Olivia said.

"I'm sorry," he said. "I wanted this to be good for both of us. But it's not. It's just... sad."

"It's fine," Olivia said.

"It's not fine," Brian said. "Nothing about this is fine. You're right. I can't save you. I can't fix this. I can't even give you one good weekend because I'm too busy mourning who you used to be instead of accepting who you are now."

Olivia drank her coffee and ate her eggs in silence. When she was done, Brian put her chains back on and drove her back to SubjectSmart.

At the store, Fallon raised an eyebrow when they walked in a day early. "Problem?" she asked.

"No problem," Brian said. "I just... I'm done."

"Alright," Fallon said, processing the early return. "You'll get a partial refund for the unused day."

"I don't want a refund," Brian said. "Just take her back."

He handed Olivia's leash to Fallon and turned to go. At the door, he paused and looked back at her one last time.

"I'm sorry, Olivia," he said. "For everything."

She nodded. He left.

Fallon led her back to her cage without comment. Olivia climbed inside and lay down on her thin mattress. She heard Harper shift in the cage above.

"That was quick," Harper said. "He only had you one night. What happened?"

"Nothing happened," Olivia said. "He wanted someone I used to be. I'm not her anymore."

"Was he the nice one? The first guy?"

"Yeah."

"And he wasn't nice this time?"

"He was nice," Olivia said. "He made me breakfast. He didn't hurt me. He even tried to have actual conversations with me."

"So what was the problem?"

Olivia was quiet for a moment. "He wanted me to care. About him, about myself, about any of it. And I just... couldn't."

"Shit," Harper said softly. "You're really gone, aren't you?"

"I'm here," Olivia said.

"You know what I mean."

Olivia did know. She'd seen it happen to other girls. The ones who'd been in the system long enough that they stopped being people and became things. Objects that breathed and moved and obeyed but had nothing inside anymore.

"He asked me what happened to me," Olivia said. "Like he expected me to still be the same girl he rented four months ago. The scared little nurse who thought maybe he'd save her."

"What did you tell him?"

"I told him the truth," Olivia said. "That she's dead."

Harper didn't respond. What was there to say?

Around them, the store was coming to life. Other subjects were waking up, using their buckets, dispensing their morning biscuits. The fluorescent lights hummed overhead. Somewhere in the building, Fallon was probably already renting out the next girl to the next customer.

"He was just another renter," Olivia said finally. "That's all."

"But he wasn't," Harper said gently. "If he was just another renter, you wouldn't care that he couldn't see what you've become."

"I don't care," Olivia said.

"Liar."

Olivia pulled her blanket up over her head. She didn't want to talk anymore. She didn't want to think about Brian's disappointed face, or the breakfast he'd made her, or the way he'd looked at her like she was broken and he wanted to fix her.

She especially didn't want to think about the small, buried part of herself that had hoped, just for a moment when she'd first seen him, that maybe this time would be different. That maybe he really had come back for her. That maybe he'd found a way to buy her, or save her, or at least see her as more than a rental slave who'd lost whatever spark had attracted him in the first place.

But hope was dangerous. Hope got you hurt. She'd learned that lesson well over the past four months.

Brian was just another renter. That's what she told herself. And if she repeated it enough times, maybe eventually she'd believe it.


Chapter 11: An Offer

Why was Dr. Edward Banion’s heart thumping when he pulled up to St. Lawrence Lutheran Church that Wednesday night? Was he afraid Sylvia Planchette wouldn’t show? Or that she would? If you’d asked him, he would have probably said he didn’t know.

He was a little early, easing through the parking lot about 6:25, plenty of light still in the waning hours to look for a girl’s form on one of the benches outside the social hall, in the playground, among the trees that grew in a clump near the chapel’s entrance.

He searched for her, he did not see her, so he parked, and there she was, 10 feet away, approaching his passenger door.

She pulled it open, slid in. She was dressed for church, or something else formal, in a long black nylon skirt, black tights, black vinyl shoes, a white sweater with a light brown stain at the elbow.

“Hey, Sylvia,” Eddie said.

“Hi, Dr. Banion,” she said, looking at him with a half-smile. She’d done up her hair, put on makeup.

“Where did you tell your parents you were going?”

“The dumpster,” she said.

“The dumpster?” Eddie echoed, vaguely startled by the answer.

“For food,” she said. “Sometimes you can encroach on some there.”

“Dressed like that?” Eddie said, backing his car out of the space and pulling forward.

“They didn’t ask,” Sylvia said. “They didn’t see me. They were both watching TV and I just walked out of my room and told them I’d be out scrounging for a while.”

“Have you been eating?” Eddie asked, because of all the things to think about where Sylvia was concerned, that’s what he’d been worried about the most.

“I’ve done okay,” she said. “There’s a bodega that puts out their expired stuff first thing in the morning, and if you’re punctual enough, you can get some pretty decent sustenation.”

“I’m sorry you’re having to live like that.”

“It’s okay for right now, but when it gets colder, it will be stultifying.”

“Where would you like to go to dinner?” Eddie said. “Your choice. What sounds good?”

Sylvia said nothing. How could she? Fast food French fries were a rare delicacy.

“How about Copper Drum?” Eddie said. “I wouldn’t suggest it if you weren’t dressed so well.”

Sylvia scowled, bent around to regard the stain on her elbow. But instead of apologizing or proposing something else, she blurted, “I hate clothes.”

It was an odd confession, if that’s what it was, Eddie thought. Or maybe it was more than that. An expression of suitability for the job. Maybe a come on. Or something else. Part of an elaborate ruse to win him over, get him to have sex with her, get pregnant, accuse him of rape, something else? Be open, Eddie told himself, but be on your guard too. A beautiful wrapper meant nothing. The contents might be poison.

“Have you always hated clothes?” Eddie asked.

“More and more,” Sylvia said with her usual flat affect. If she was trying to seduce him, wouldn’t she have sighed, simpered, made some off-color joke about being nude? “I’ve pondered it, and I think it’s preceded by my demographics,” Sylvia continued. “Food has been prioritized, and clothing received second shrift, meaning a dearth where garmentage is involved, with stains and ill-fittingness, as you’ve probably noticed.”

“I find you very presentable,” Eddie said. “And I’ve been looking forward to having dinner with you, no matter how it turns out. But I have to ask . . . do you mind if we just get right into it?”

“Sure.”

“Are you still planning to sell yourself?”

“Yes.”

“And you still see me as the only buyer?” Eddie asked, not sure what answer he wanted to hear. No was a path to his freeing himself from all this, feeding her tonight and maybe a few more times before she found some other destiny. But No would also be . . . a disappointment. To meet someone who had so much respect for you they would let you enslave them, was that not the highest possible compliment? And then, to see them pursue other options after they’d met you, did that not imply some deficiency?

“Yes,” Sylvia said without hesitation.

“Have you looked into anything else?” he asked with the same mixed feelings. “A husband, a job, public assistance?”

“I consider all those avenues depleted,” Sylvia said. “And I have looked into jobs. I have. With no high school, you work in factories and share your domicile, and the health and injury indices are high. And the prospective improvements are negligible, even with a high school graduation.”

“Okay, next question,” Eddie said. “How much?”

“How much?”

“What are you selling yourself for?”

“A fair price,” she said. “Whatever you think is fair.”

“What if I said zero?” Eddie said. “What if I said no dollars is a fair price?”

“I would think you know that’s not true,” Sylvia said.

“I have been told that a girl your age, with your looks, could go for close to a million dollars.”

“But with an intelligence discount,” Sylvia confessed. “Because I never graduated from high school.”

“It needs to be a very sharp discount,” Eddie said, “because I’ll just tell you now, I can’t do anything close to a million.”

“What can you do?” Sylvia asked.

“I would have to discuss that with your parents.”

“No, my parents wouldn’t–”

“I’m probably not going to do this, under any circumstances,” Eddie interrupted. “But that would be part of the deal. They have to know. I would meet with them first. I would write the check to them. And if that doesn’t work for you, then we don’t need to talk any more about it, and we’ll just have a nice dinner.”

Sylvia was silent for a good five minutes as Eddie negotiated downtown Durham, and he was glad to let her stew. If there was the merest shred of uncertainty in her mind, she needed to discover it now, and back away without further conversation.

At last she spoke. “Why?” was all she said.

“Buying a girl from her parents without their knowledge is something that book recommends against,” he said.

“You read the book?” Sylvia asked.

“I’m making my way through it,” Eddie said. “Have you read the book?”

“Yes, all the pages.”

“But you skipped the part about parental informed consent?”

“No, I read it,” Sylvia said. “But my parents are different.”

“I suspect they’re the same as any others where you’re concerned. And I’m not going to help you betray them, even if it is in everyone’s best interest.”

“What if they tell you no?”

“They can’t tell me no until I ask them,” Eddie said. “And I’ll ask. Or, I mean, if I decided to do this, I would ask.”

“But then, just as a hypothesis,” Sylvia said. “What if they demur your offer?”

“Parental refusal isn’t binding,” Eddie said. “You can politely inform them that you’re going to go ahead with it, and there’s nothing they can do if the girl is at least 18.”

“That’s in the book,” Sylvia said.

“You’ve read it all, then,” Eddie said, turning onto the street that led to Copper Drum. “So, you know it is, overall, a very harsh world you’re looking at.”

“How so?”

Eddie hoped Sylvia wasn’t expecting a summary of the things he’d read, the detailed expositions on confining, restraining, securing, and punishing a slave. Even if she were illiterate, she already knew what the book concerned, thanks to the thorough illustrations and photographs.

“It’s a very . . .” Eddie began, looking for the best word to use. “A very restricted world.”

“Yeah,” Sylvia agreed without any indication of further opinion.

The possibility that this might all be a scam continued to tug at the corners of Eddie’s mind, and it was something the book warned about. Be prepared to practice what it euphemistically called Convention, beginning on day 1. Keep them secure, it said, also euphemistically, a term that meant enforced nudity, kennels and cages, chains and leashes, and stiff but fair punishment for any resistance to the rules. The alternative–a male or female who disappeared as soon as the payment went through–was distressingly common for the gullible and naive, neither of which Eddie considered himself.

While the book offered a detailed exposition of the institution’s cruelties, it stressed the sparing use of them. But still, subjects were imperfect people, owned in an imperfect world, and if you ignored your obligations as an owner, you could lose all the money you’d invested in the enterprise or, worse yet, find yourself liable for something stupid your subject had done or had done to them.

Eddie pulled into the Copper Drum’s tree-covered parking lot, eased into a space not far from the oaken front door with the great iron hinges, turned off the car and exited, standing on the sidewalk and waiting for Sylvia to join him.

He offered his hand. It just seemed like the thing to do, and she took it instantly, gripping, not just firmly but furiously, her fingers quivering when they reached the front door and it was thrown open by a smiling blonde in a short black skirt.

“Thank you,” Eddie said, stepping back to let Sylvia go first, but she held back, still with that desperate hold on his hand, willing him to take the lead.

He stopped, looked at her, saw terror in her eyes, the sudden eviscerating fear of walking into a place she’d never been before, the kind of place she’d only imagined, filled with people so far beyond her station she could barely see them as members of the same race.

As his sense of being scammed continued to wane, Eddie’s heart grew in its place, a sympathy for the girl coupled with admiration. All of this was frightening for her, foreign, intimidating, but she’d been putting on her bravest face through it all, faking it, using big, out-of-place words to convince Eddie–and herself–that she was equal to the thing she was proposing. But now, finally, outside what was admittedly one of Durham’s better dining venues, the facade had broken down. What did she think awaited her? The city’s wealthiest and best-educated people, all staring at the door and waiting for the arrival of someone who clearly didn’t belong so they could point at her, laugh, hurl insults?

No, Eddie longed to tell her, the people of my class, such as it is, are just as worried about their own things as you are, they are far too distracted to spend any time caring about the arrival of a girl from the wrong demographics.

He couldn’t say all that, of course, so he simply put his free hand gently under Sylvia’s elbow and guided her forward, through the door and up to the maître d’ stand, where a pair of young women stood side by side, smiling.

“Table for two, please,” Eddie said, and one of the women turned to grab two menus, and the other woman smiled toward them, taking them both in without judgment, and Eddie could feel Sylvia’s body loosen almost immediately, the grip of her hand soften, and she followed him into the main dining room, still hand in hand but walking almost naturally.

“Is this okay?” Eddie asked as soon as they’d been seated and placed drink orders, club soda for Eddie, water for Sylvia.

Sylvia searched the room, the light low enough that no one would see the stain on her sweater. They probably couldn’t read her mind, either, or see the way she’d grown up, or sense her social inferiority.

“I didn’t know it would be this nice,” she said quietly.

“It’s one of my favorite places,” Eddie said. “As long as I’m feeding you, I might as well do it right.”

“I have total gratitude,” Sylvia said, leaning forward and smiling like she meant it. “May we continue our discussion?”

“Tell me where you’d like to start,” Eddie said.

“I’d rather talk about where I hope to end.”

“Where’s that?” Eddie asked.

“To convince you of the offer,” Sylvia said. “Tonight.”

“How are you going to do that?” Eddie asked, smiling despite himself, because Sylvia was just so sincere.

“What would convince you?” Silvia asked, deftly turning the tables on the professor. She could try to sell him on the idea all night, or she could ask him to sell it to himself. He wasn’t beyond convincing, he had to admit. He had become more open to the idea since Sunday–three days ago–when Sylvia had walked up to him out of the blue at church and pitched her idea. Slavery was cruel, but a lifetime of hunger and uncertainty was crueler. He had the money, more than enough, even if had to buy her at market value (not that he would tell her that). Her parents were an obstacle, but not an insurmountable one. Yes, she was uneducated, but that was easy to fix. And yes, the little seed of an idea she had planted on Sunday had started growing, the idea of having a girl in the house, someone who could cook and clean, the first of which he was no good at, the second he hired unreliable services to take care of.

And then, sex.

Try as he might, he couldn’t chase the thought from his mind. It was expected. The book had made that clear. It was a given. It’s one of the reasons subjects were kept naked. It wasn’t love, necessarily, but it wasn’t rape. Yes, from the moment Eddie had met Sylvia, the thought of being with her had crossed his mind, as such thoughts crossed all healthy straight men’s minds when meeting a girl like her. And the thought of being with her because it was her responsibility to serve him–how could he dismiss that out of hand, when she herself was making the offer?

And yet, comfortable as he could get with the concepts, it was the mechanics of it–the literal mechanics–that he couldn’t get past. Buying Sylvia, owning Sylvia, having sex with Sylvia, yes.

Chaining Sylvia, no.

But not chaining Sylvia, also no. His trust for the unsophisticated, earnest girl grew with every encounter, but that didn’t mean she was immune to the temptations of escape or a lucrative scam. And, devoted a subject as she might be, someone else could always snatch her up.

“How can you be convinced?” Sylvia asked, stirring him from his reverie.

“Well . . . I don’t see how I could ever . . . lock you up,” Eddie said, settling on the least terrible of all the words he could think of.

“Why not?” she asked.

There it was again, that insistent push to get him to convince himself to buy the girl. Wasn’t it obvious why he didn’t want to kennel her, chain her, leash her? Wasn’t it obvious that it wasn’t in his nature to do something like that to someone else?

“Because you wouldn’t like it,” he finally ventured.

Their drinks arrived and Sylvia drank half her water before she spoke.

“I wouldn’t mind.”

“Nobody wants that.”

“True,” Sylvia said, nodding thoughtfully. “I’ve never had to have chains on. But I’ve tried to pretend I had them on. Like, sitting very still, or taking short steps when I walk, and I find it informative.”

“It doesn’t bother you, when you imagine it?”

“No,” Sylvia replied. “But you know what does bother me?”

“What’s that?”

“Thinking I’ll go unsustenated for the rest of my life.”

“Unsustenated?” repeated Eddie.

“Hungry,” Sylvia explained, leaning forward and smiling ironically, and a little disarmingly. Was she enjoying this? Eddie wondered. Did she like this give and take with someone who had 10 years more education than she? Was there a bright, confident girl down there somewhere, buried beneath her verbal awkwardness and social anxiety?

“What do you want to eat tonight?” Eddie asked, gesturing toward Sylvia’s untouched menu.

“What should I have?” she asked.

“Their spaghetti Bolognese is very good,” he said, pointing at her menu. “Steak here, and the chicken cacciatore is excellent.”

“I’ll do the chicken,” she said as the server approached.

Eddie ordered seafood linguine and resumed the conversation. It was time to be blunt.

“Two hundred and fifty thousand,” he said. Part of him, a significant part, wanted her to say no. But another part wanted her to agree, because this felt like a reasonable amount to him, intangible as it was. It felt like better than a reasonable amount, really, to the extent one could measure such a thing. But how could you calculate the value of a sex partner you owned, whose body you might use every day, every few days, less, and whose services included companionship, cooking, cleaning? Eddie was certain the true worth might be incalculable, literally impossible to measure, but his focus on the sexual aspect of her service was growing, and chasing out the rest of the questions. To be blunt again, he wanted her. He could almost see her naked. He could almost feel her. It was more than a physical longing, however. Sylvia was attractive but seemed to know it only as a fact, not as the imperial force that attaches itself inseparably to a girl and thenceforward justifies everything she does. What could be prettier than a pretty girl who didn’t care she was pretty? And she wanted him. She was not offering herself to him because he was the highest bidder. In fact, he seemed to be on the low end, and she didn’t care. She liked him for who he was. In another world, maybe they could have gotten married, and that possibility had crossed his mind, that they might date for a bit, that she might move in, that they might fall in love as equals. But as he’d researched the complex world of modern subject ownership, he’d learned that the scale of social proprieties tilted toward buying a teenager vs. marrying her. A successful man in his mid-30s who married a 19-year-old high school dropout was obviously buying a ticket to a youth he’d missed out on the first time. A man who bought such a girl was simply acting practically. “Why marry when you can buy?” asked one subject listing website. The question had surprised Eddie, offended him the first time he’d encountered it. Now he understood. A wife could cost far more than a quarter million dollars, especially in a divorce. In Sylvia’s case, there would be upkeep, feeding, medical care, entertainment, and the equipment needed to keep her secure, but Eddie would call all the financial shots, and in the end, if there was an end, there would be no settlement, alimony, division of property. He could, in a worst-case outcome he could barely imagine, simply sell her to someone else.

There were risks here, Eddie understood that. Sylvia might be coming in with the best of intentions but might not be that good at household chores. Or she might not want to serve sexually, or couldn’t serve sexually. Had she ever even had sex? He knew she’d posted nude pictures of herself someplace, and he’d been torn about searching for them, but he’d decided not to. If he didn’t buy her, seeing her naked felt as wrong as seeing one of his female students naked (not a hard thing to do, surprisingly, given the power of social media to take advantage of mistakes and questionable judgment). And there was a second reason he didn’t want to see her pictures: He didn’t want to see any side of her other than the side he was growing to appreciate. Sylvia simpering, Sylvia posing like a porn star, Sylvia made up and trying to look seductive–this wasn’t who the girl was, and he didn’t want to see it. It felt like humiliation. Maybe for both of them.

Should he ask to have sex with her before closing the deal? Should he–strange as this sounded–pay to have her sexual performance assessed by a firm that specialized in it? Both practices were customary, and in fact recommended, according to the book he was reading, but he couldn’t imagine doing either. Perhaps her innocence was an illusion, but the illusion was part of his offer. Two hundred and fifty thousand dollars. And now it was on the table. He’d made his bid.

Sylvia’s eyes got very wide, and she paused before she spoke. “All to my parents?”

“Yes,” Eddie replied. “But probably not all at once. I’d give it to a fiduciary, place it in escrow, give them five or 10 thousand a month.”

“I don’t know what any of that means,” Sylvia said.

“Would the offer be acceptable?” Eddie asked. “Let’s start with that.”

“Yes,” Sylvia said, nodding solemnly.

“You understand you could probably get a lot more from someone else, right? Maybe triple that?”

“I’ve been offered more, but I didn’t consider them to be of seriousness,” she said. “Two hundred fifty would be as much as my parents need. But what did you mean about the other things? Crow something?”

“Escrow,” Eddie said. “With all due respect to your parents, I don’t know them. But I do know that when you give struggling folks a lot of money all at once, they do dumb things with it. Buy a car they don’t need, run the tables at Las Vegas. Paying it out in increments reduces the chances of that.”

“That might be an admirable idea,” Sylvia said.

“Still, 250 is a lot,” Eddie said. “And it would be a lot to lose.”

“Of course.”

“So I would . . .”

Eddie paused. These next words were the hardest for him to say, but the most important, because they would define his relationship with the girl from the first moments forward. Mutual affection and all the rest notwithstanding, he was proposing a sizeable investment in the girl, and it would have to be protected. They’d already touched on it in passing at the start of the meal, but now he needed to be clear about it.

“I would need to follow convention,” he said. “As it’s described in that book. With you.”

Sylvia nodded in a way that made clear this was expected, not at all awkward, almost welcome.

“A cage for sleeping,” he said, forging ahead. “Chains during the day. You’ll be chipped and collared. I’d decide what you wear.”

“Yeah,” she said. If this was difficult for her, she wasn’t showing it. And if it was difficult, she probably would. He didn’t see any artifice in the girl.

“Do you know where you’d keep me?” she asked.

“I have a few spare bedrooms,” Eddie said with a relieved exhale. She was making this very easy. “I could let you choose one.”

“Can I see it now?” Sylvia said. “I mean, your domicile?”

“What happens if you don’t like it?” he asked, smiling slightly. “No deal?”

“No,” Sylvia said flatly before her voice rose in excitement. “I just want to see where I’m going to live.”

“Now, let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” Eddie said. “I still need to speak to your parents, we still need to draw up a contract, and I haven’t bought anything.”

“Do you know what you’ll buy?”

Eddie looked at the girl over their plates, was surprised that she was staring back with her customary innocent earnestness. The question of his purchasing a cage and chains for her did not seem to trouble her at all. Was this a game to her? Was there a kink somewhere in the mix? Or was her current existence so distressing that what might seem like a necessary evil to others was as welcome to her as any other component of a blessed new life?

Eddie decided the last possibility to be preferable and therefore the one he would choose as the truth. And at that moment, although he didn’t know it at the time, his remaining moral reservations fell by the wayside. Sylvia wanted to escape her current reality so urgently, and wanted to be owned so badly, that the cruel trappings of her new status were of no consequence to her. And was that really so strange? Duke University’s students fought to get into the school despite the academic rigors that awaited: the long hours of study, the demanding assignments, the sleepless nights during finals. Some of them wanted in at Duke fully prepared for the suffering that awaited, and some of them pursued degrees there because of the suffering.

Really, what was the moral difference between chaining a girl and making her work for you, and forcing a girl to stay awake all night to memorize formulae, assuming the girl in question had consented to either deprivation?

That settled it in Eddie’s mind. If we must resort to a computer analogy for what had just happened in his mind while he’d been dining with Sylvia at the Copper Drum, we would say that most of the circuits supporting this operation had been at 0 Sunday, but over the next three days, they had one after the other been getting flipped to 1s, and those in favor of the deal had reached inflection. There were still some holdouts among the transistors, particularly regarding the risks inherent in owning another human being, but the matter was settled. Eddie’s quick mind transitioned quickly to the sorting of steps to get this done, and he looked at Sylvia for the first time as a man ready to take the steps necessary to own her.

Perhaps she sensed the shift, because her back straightened and her smile became a little more apprehensive, but she waited for him to speak.

“I need to meet your parents,” he said. “I need to draw up a contract. And then I’ll need to buy those things, and have the other things done.”

“I can help,” Sylvia said.

“Help with what?” Eddie said doubtfully, because the girl was not remotely qualified to write a contract, and not just because of her lack of education. Her odd linguistic approaches were guaranteed to render even the simplest document dangerously incomprehensible.

“With buying everything,” she said, and when Eddie looked at her uncertainly, she added, “buying my chains.”

Sylvia was speaking a little more loudly than Eddie would have liked, given there was a couple a table away who at the moment were busy with their meals and not talking. But they didn’t look up, and Eddie turned back to the girl and proceeded with the plan.

“I can stop by Friday, this Friday, to talk to your parents,” he said. “Around 2?”

“Any time is invincible.”

“Two, then,” he said. “I’m free the whole weekend, starting Friday afternoon. And I might have a contract by then, if I can get it drawn up. And then, I’ll need to put you . . . I’ll buy a few things . . . but we can buy more at the . . .”

“SubjectSmart,” she said. “That’s the best place to get stuff and get everything taken care of.”

“Have you been?” he asked.

“Yes,” she said. “Just once. It’s pretty close to your house.”

Eddie looked at the girl with amusement. “Do you know where I live?”

“Yes,” she replied after a brief pause.

“Tell me about my house, then.”

“Two-story with a finished basement, 3,700 square feet, half an acre of land, media room, bonus room over the garage, office. You bought it for 650 thousand dollars four years ago.”

Sylvia looked at the professor a little uncertainly, as though trying to gauge his response, and when he smiled, she smiled too. “I only looked it up this morning,” she said, “because I was getting curious. And it seems very homely. Not that it would be disputatious, either way.”

“You keep doing your research,” he said. “I admire that.”

“I consider myself effervescent,” she agreed.

After dinner, as before, Eddie brought Sylvia back to the church, and she gave him her address and agreed he would show up there at 2:30 Friday so he could meet her parents and, possibly, conclude things then, and she shook his hand before she left the car, and he watched her walk away, her form swaying the way girl’s forms sway sometimes as she stepped beneath the church’s parking lot lights, the girl eventually vanishing as she moved beyond their reach.


Chapter 12: The Competition

Olivia was folding her blanket when she heard Fallon's voice calling her.

"Olivia, you've got a rental. Two days."

She looked up to see two young men standing at the front of the rental department with Fallon. They couldn't have been more than twenty-five, both wearing expensive casual clothes that screamed money and privilege. One was tall and athletic, with dark hair; the other was slightly shorter, with sandy blond hair and a cocky grin.

"That's her," the blond one said, pointing at Olivia's cage. "Number 2847. She's perfect."

Harper leaned over from the next cage. "You know them?"

"Never seen them before," Olivia said quietly.

Fallon approached with her clipboard and keys in hand. "Out you come, Olivia. These gentlemen are renting you for the weekend."

Olivia climbed out of her cage and stood while Fallon attached her transport chains. The two men watched with undisguised interest, the tall one elbowing the blond one and whispering something that made them both laugh.

"Behave yourselves," Fallon said sharply as she led Olivia to the front of the department. "I'm serious. Any damage and you lose your deposit and get banned from the store."

"We'll be perfect gentlemen," the blond one said with exaggerated sincerity.

"Right," Fallon said, clearly skeptical. She handed the leash to the tall one. "Sunday evening, nine PM. Not a minute late."

"Yes, ma'am," he said, taking the leash.

As they walked Olivia out of the store, the blond one introduced himself. "I'm Ryan. This is Jake. We're heading up to Jake's family's lake house for the weekend. Bachelor party trip."

"Who's getting married?" Olivia asked.

"Nobody," Jake said. "But 'bachelor party' sounds better than 'two dudes renting a girl for a competition.'"

"Competition?" Olivia repeated.

"You'll see," Ryan said with a grin.

They had a new Jeep Wrangler waiting in the parking lot. Jake helped Olivia into the back seat while Ryan climbed into the front passenger seat.

"So here's the deal," Jake said as he started the engine. "Ryan and I have been friends since freshman year of college. We're competitive about literally everything. Video games, basketball, who can get the most girls' numbers at a bar, who can eat more wings, you name it."

"Last month, Jake won at mini golf by one stroke," Ryan added. "One stroke. It was bullshit."

"It was skill," Jake corrected. "Anyway, we got to talking about who's better at sex, and we couldn't agree. So, we decided to settle it objectively."

Olivia felt a sinking sensation in her stomach. "How, exactly?"

"We're going to take turns with you all weekend," Ryan explained, turning around to look at her. "And we're going to keep score of who can make you cum more times. Most orgasms wins."

"You're joking," Olivia said.

"Totally serious," Jake said. "We've got a whole scoring system worked out. Points for orgasms, bonus points for multiples, time bonuses for getting you there in under five minutes. We even brought a whiteboard."

"A whiteboard," Olivia repeated flatly.

"For tracking scores," Ryan said. "We're being very scientific about this."

The drive to the lake house took an hour and a half. Jake and Ryan spent the time trash-talking each other, making predictions about who would win, and discussing strategy like they were preparing for a sporting event. Olivia sat in the back seat, chained and naked, trying to process what she'd gotten herself into this time.

The lake house was massive, a modern structure of glass and wood perched on a hillside overlooking the water. Inside was an open-concept space, sleek furniture, a huge kitchen, and floor-to-ceiling windows with a stunning view.

"My parents bought this place two years ago," Jake explained as they walked in. "They're in Europe for a month, so we've got it to ourselves."

Ryan was already setting up the whiteboard in the living room. He'd drawn a grid with their names at the top and multiple rows below for tracking scores.

"Okay," Jake said, unlocking Olivia's chains. "Ground rules. We take turns. One hour each. We can do whatever we want during our hour, but the goal is to make you cum as many times as possible. You have to tell us honestly whether it's real or fake. Honor system."

"And if I don't want to tell you?" Olivia asked.

"Then we won't know if we're winning," Ryan said. "Come on, where's the fun in that?"

"This is insane," Olivia said.

"Probably," Jake agreed. "But we paid for you for two days, so we're doing it anyway. Ryan, you want to go first, or should I?"

"I'll go first," Ryan said, grinning. "Let you watch and learn."

He led Olivia to the master bedroom, which had a king bed and its own view of the lake. Olivia stood by the bed, waiting for instructions.

"So," Ryan said, sitting on the edge of the bed. "Full disclosure, I've never actually made a girl cum. I mean, they've said they did, but I'm pretty sure they were faking. So this is kind of a learning experience for me."

"You're being honest about that?" Olivia asked, surprised.

"Why lie?" Ryan said. "That's the whole point of this. Jake claims he's made girls cum all the time. I think he's full of shit. So we're going to find out who's actually good at this."

He stood up and pulled his shirt over his head. He had the build of someone who spent a lot of time at the gym, all defined muscles and tan skin. "Okay, so I'm going to try some stuff. You tell me what works and what doesn't. Deal?"

"I'm a rental subject," Olivia said. "I do what you tell me to do."

"Yeah, but that's not helpful for the competition," Ryan said. "I need real feedback. So just be honest, okay?”

This was, Olivia realized, the strangest rental she'd ever had. Most men didn't care whether she actually enjoyed anything. They just wanted her to perform. Ryan genuinely seemed to want to know what worked.

"Okay," she said.

"Great," Ryan said. He stepped close to her and kissed her. It was tentative at first, then more confident. His hands moved to her breasts, squeezing and kneading. After a minute, he pulled back. "How was that?"

"Fine," Olivia said.

"Fine like good, or fine like mediocre?"

"Fine, like I've had worse," Olivia said.

"Ouch," Ryan said, but he was smiling.

Jake, hovering at the door, released a single explosive guffaw before he covered his mouth, and Ryan scowled at him before he returned his attention to the girl.

"Okay, what would make it better?"

"Softer on my breasts," Olivia said. "You're squeezing too hard. And maybe use your thumbs on my nipples."

"Like this?" Ryan adjusted his technique.

"Better," Olivia confirmed.

They continued like that, Ryan trying different approaches, Olivia providing feedback, both of them treating it like a tutorial. After twenty minutes, Ryan had her on the bed and was using his mouth on her opening and clitoris, his technique improving as he learned what made her respond.

"Is this working?" he asked, coming up for air.

"Getting closer," Olivia said. And it was true. Despite the absurdity of the situation, her body was responding.

"Tell me when you're almost there," Ryan said, going back down.

It took another ten minutes, but Olivia felt the familiar tension building. "Now," she said. "Don't stop what you're doing."

Ryan maintained his rhythm, and Olivia let herself fall over the edge. The orgasm was real, if not particularly intense. She'd learned over the past few months that her body would respond even when her mind didn't want it to.

"Yes!" Ryan pumped his fist in the air. "That counts, right? You're not faking?"

"I'm not faking," Olivia confirmed.

"Fuck yeah!" Ryan exulted as he bounded out of the bedroom, rushing past Jake and making his way to the whiteboard in the living room. "One, nothing, Jakey boy! I'm on the board!"

"My turn," Jake said, looking dismissively at his friend before he stepped toward the bed. "Time's up, Ryan."

"I've still got fifteen minutes," Ryan protested.

"Yeah, but you already scored. Don't be greedy."

Ryan appeared at the bedroom door, still shirtless and grinning. "She said I was good."

"She said you were better than some," Jake corrected. "That's a low bar, dude."

Jake, not interested in an audience, closed the bedroom door and looked at Olivia. He was taller than Ryan, with dark hair and an athletic build from what she could see through his clothes. He undressed efficiently, then approached the bed where Olivia was still lying, his erection swinging.

"So Ryan's approach is to ask a million questions," Jake said. "That's not my style. I'm just going to figure out what works."

He was more confident than Ryan, his touches more assured. He started with kissing, then worked his way down her body systematically. When he reached between her legs, his technique was better than Ryan's had been, more focused and deliberate, his timing expert as he alternated between licking her vulva and pushing his manhood up her.

Olivia tried to stay detached, to just let her body respond while her mind floated somewhere else. But Jake was genuinely skilled. Within fifteen minutes, he'd brought her to orgasm twice before he climaxed inside her.

"Two," he announced when he emerged from the bedroom, his softening wet penis serving as evidence of his success. "That's two to one, my friend."

"Bullshit," Ryan said. "There's no way you got two in that time."

"Ask her," Jake said.

They both looked at Olivia, who'd followed Jake out to the living room. "Two," she confirmed.

Jake updated the whiteboard with a satisfied grin. Ryan scowled.

"My turn again," Ryan said. "I'm going to tie this up."

The afternoon dissolved into a blur of taking turns. Ryan would have his hour, trying new techniques, asking constant questions, slowly improving. Then Jake would take his turn, confident and skilled, racking up points. They kept meticulous track on the whiteboard, arguing about whether certain orgasms counted, debating their techniques, analyzing what worked.

By evening, Jake was ahead seven to four. They ordered pizza and let Olivia eat with them, still naked, while they got beers out of the fridge. Jake offered one to Olivia, and she accepted.

The pizza arrived, and they sat around the kitchen island, Olivia on a stool between them, both men treating her presence as oddly normal. They'd given her a plate and napkins without her asking, and for a few minutes they just ate in comfortable silence.

"So," Ryan said eventually, wiping his mouth, "how'd you end up at SubjectSmart? If you don't mind me asking."

Olivia took a sip of her beer. Most renters didn't ask about her past. They didn't want to know. "Student loans," she said. "I went to nursing school. Got a job at a county hospital. Three months later, they closed down, and I couldn't make my payments anymore."

"Damn," Jake said. "That's rough. How much did you owe?"

"Fifty-eight thousand," Olivia said. "Might as well have been a million. I couldn't pay it, and I missed my court date because I knew there was no point fighting it."

"Jesus," Ryan said. "They enslaved you for fifty-eight grand?"

"That's how it works," Olivia said. She'd told this story enough times that it no longer hurt. It was just facts. "The hospital closing wasn't my fault, but the debt was still mine. System doesn't care about circumstances."

Jake and Ryan exchanged a look. "That's fucked up," Jake said.

"Maybe," Olivia said. She looked at them, these two privileged young men who'd probably never worried about money a day in their lives. "What about you two? What do you do?"

"I work for my dad's commercial real estate company," Jake said. "Project management, mostly. Boring stuff."

"And I'm in finance," Ryan added. "Investment banking. Also boring. We both went to Duke, graduated two years ago, and we're both basically doing what our families expected us to do."

"Must be nice," Olivia said, unable to keep the edge completely out of her voice. "Having families with companies and expectations."

Ryan had the grace to look uncomfortable. "Yeah, we're lucky. We know that."

"Do you?" Olivia asked. "Because you rented a human being for a sex competition. That doesn't seem like something people who understand luck would do."

The silence stretched out. Jake set down his pizza slice. "You're right," he said. "That's fair. We were treating this like a game because it's easy for us to do that. We don't have to think about what it's like for you."

"I mean, we're still going to do the competition," Ryan said. "We already paid for it. But yeah, point taken."

Olivia almost smiled. At least they were honest. "I'm not trying to make you feel guilty," she said. "I was just answering your question. You asked how I ended up here. That's how."

"What was nursing school like?" Jake asked. "Before everything went to shit, I mean."

"Hard," Olivia said. "Really hard. But I was good at it. I liked helping people. I thought I'd have a career, you know? A real life. Instead, I have a cage and a collar and I get rented out to guys like you."

"Guys like us," Ryan repeated. "Rich assholes who turn everything into a competition."

"I wasn't going to say it," Olivia said.

"But you were thinking it," Jake said.

"Maybe," Olivia admitted.

They were quiet for another moment. Then Ryan said, "For what it's worth, you're really good at this. The whole rental thing. You're patient with us being idiots, you give honest feedback, you're not making us feel like terrible people even though we probably are."

"I'm a professional," Olivia said without acknowledging the irony. "This is what I do now."

"Still," Jake said. "It's got to be weird. Being rented by guys who are basically kids playing games."

"I've had worse," Olivia said. It was true. These two were harmless, really. Immature and privileged, yes, but not cruel. Not violent. Not sadistic. "At least you care whether I actually come. Most guys just want me to fake it convincingly."

"That's depressing," Ryan said.

"That's reality," Olivia corrected.

Jake pushed his plate away. "Okay, I've decided something. Tomorrow, after the competition is over, before we take you back, we're going to take you to town for an actual nice breakfast at High Peaks Lodge, my parents have a membership. Pancakes, bacon, the works. Not as rental payment or anything, just because you deserve to eat something better than pizza while naked."

"You don't have to do that," Olivia said.

"I know," Jake said. "But I want to. We're going to use you all weekend for our stupid game; the least we can do is feed you a decent meal."

Olivia looked at him, trying to figure out if this was some kind of act, but he seemed genuine. "Okay," she said. "Thank you."

"You're welcome," Jake said. Then, with a return to his earlier competitive energy: "Now, back to strategy. I think I've figured out the trick. You've got to pay attention to how she's breathing. When it changes, you're getting close."

"Obviously," Ryan said. "But you also need to vary the pressure. Same thing over and over gets boring."

"Are you two seriously analyzing this like it's a science experiment?" Olivia asked.

"This is a science experiment," Jake said. "Sexual science. We're learning valuable skills here."

"Plus, whoever loses has to pay for the rental," Ryan added. "So there's money on the line."

They went back to their competition after dinner. Ryan was getting better, his technique improving with each round. He managed to bring Olivia to orgasm three times in his next hour, tying up the score. Jake responded by raising the stakes, bringing in toys he'd apparently brought specifically for this purpose.

"That's cheating," Ryan protested when Jake emerged from his bedroom with a vibrator.

"Nothing in the rules against it," Jake said. "You should've thought of that."

By midnight, both men were exhausted, and Olivia was overstimulated to the point of numbness. The score was Jake fifteen, Ryan twelve.

"We need to stop for the night," Ryan admitted. "I can barely keep my eyes open."

"Agreed," Jake said. "We'll resume in the morning."

They chained Olivia’s ankles but left her hands free, put her in the guest room and crashed in their own beds. Olivia lay awake for a while, trying to process the day. It had been absurd, objectifying, and more physically exhausting than most rentals. But it hadn't been cruel. The two men were using her, certainly, but there was something almost innocent about their competitive enthusiasm. They genuinely wanted to be good at sex, wanted to understand female pleasure, even if their methodology was insane.

In the morning, they started again, their promise of taking her downtown to breakfast forgotten, which wasn’t lost on Olivia although she didn’t call them on it. If anything, she was relieved to be spared the embarrassment of being chained and naked in a public setting, something she still wasn’t used to, if she ever would be. On the way back from the bathroom between sessions, she peered into the fridge, made do with yogurt, an apple and a Danish.

Jake had the first hour and immediately deployed a combination of oral and manual stimulation and 10 minutes of penetration that had Olivia climaxing three times in quick succession.

"That's eighteen to twelve," he announced. "You're going to have to step up your game, my man."

Ryan's next hour was his best yet. He'd been paying attention to everything Jake did, learning, adapting. He brought Olivia to orgasm four times, bringing the score to eighteen to sixteen.

"It's still anyone's game," Ryan said, updating the whiteboard.

They continued through the morning and into the afternoon, taking breaks to eat and rest, then diving back into the competition. By Sunday evening, with only two hours left before they had to return Olivia, the score was tied at twenty-three each.

"Sudden death," Jake announced. "One final round. We both work on her together. Whoever makes her cum gets the winning point."

"How do we know who gets credit?" Ryan asked.

"We'll just ask her," Jake said. “She’s been honest with us so far.”

Olivia said nothing.

They led Olivia to the bedroom. Jake positioned himself behind her while Ryan got on his back and slid under her. "Ready?" Jake asked.

"This really is insane," Olivia said again.

"That's not a no," Ryan said with a grin as he wrapped his arms around her thighs and pulled her vulva down to his face.

Jake entered her from behind while Ryan used his mouth and hands from underneath her, manipulating her nipples between his fingers and working her clit with his tongue while avoiding any contact with Jake's cock. The sensation of both of them working on her simultaneously was overwhelming. They'd both gotten good at reading her responses over the past two days, knew what worked, what angles and rhythms and pressure to use.

Olivia tried to hold out, tried to maintain some control, but her body betrayed her. The orgasm built quickly, stronger than any she'd had all weekend, and she came hard, crying out despite herself.

Both men immediately claimed victory.

"I felt her clench around me," Jake said. "That was me."

"She was literally riding my face," Ryan argued. "I made that happen."

They looked at Olivia. "Who gets the point?" they asked in unison.

Olivia, still catching her breath, looked between them. They were both grinning despite their argument, clearly having enjoyed the competition regardless of who won. She thought about giving a diplomatic answer, saying it was both of them, but they'd been honest with her all weekend. She owed them the same, at least at this point.

"Jake," she said. "It was Jake."

"Yes!" Jake pumped his fist.

Ryan groaned. "Best of three?" he suggested.

"We're out of time," Jake said, checking his phone. "We've got to get her back in an hour."

They cleaned up and got dressed. Jake updated the whiteboard one final time: Jake 24, Ryan 23. He took a picture of it with his phone.

"For posterity," he explained.

On the drive back to Durham, they were quieter, both of them tired from the weekend.

"That was actually pretty educational," Ryan said. "I feel like I learned a lot."

"Same," Jake agreed. "We should do this again sometime.

"Definitely," Ryan said. "Maybe next month? See if I can beat you with a different girl."

They were talking about her like she wasn't there, but Olivia didn't mind. She was too exhausted to care. Her body ached from two days of near-constant stimulation. She'd lost count of how many actual orgasms she'd had, including those she didn’t confess to. At least thirty, maybe more.

At SubjectSmart, Fallon processed the return with her usual efficiency. "Any problems?" she asked.

"Nope," Jake said. "She was perfect."

"Great," Fallon said. She briefly examined Olivia, checking for damage. "You look tired," she observed.

"Long weekend," Olivia said.

After Jake and Ryan left, Fallon led Olivia back to her cage. Harper was already leaning down from the cage above before Olivia had even climbed inside.

"Two young guys, right? How was it?"

Olivia collapsed onto her blanket. "Exhausting."

"Bad exhausting or good exhausting?"

Olivia thought about that. The weekend had certainly been objectifying. She'd been reduced to a scoreboard, a test subject for their sexual competition. But they hadn't been mean. They'd actually cared whether she felt good, even if their reasons were selfish. They'd learned, improved, paid attention to her responses.

"Weird exhausting," Olivia said finally. "They turned my orgasms into a game."

"A game?"

"They kept score. On a whiteboard. Winner was whoever made me cum the most times."

Harper was quiet for a moment. "How many times?"

"I lost count. Dozens at least. I faked a few just to get them to ease up, but most of them were real.”

"Holy shit," Harper said. "Are you okay?"

"I'm fine," Olivia said. "Just really, really tired."

"Did you mind it? The competition thing?"

Olivia considered the question. "Not as much as I thought I would," she admitted. "At least they cared about whether it was good for me."

"Sort of," Harper countered.

“I was kind of…” Olivia began, but she didn’t finish the thought, and she pulled her blanket over herself. Every muscle in her body ached. She felt wrung out, used up, exhausted in a way she'd never experienced before. But it hadn't been traumatic. It had just been... weird. Two overgrown boys turning sex into a sport, using her body as the playing field.

She closed her eyes and was asleep within minutes, her body finally getting the rest it desperately needed. As she fell asleep, Olivia smiled to herself. At least this one had been strange instead of cruel. In her world, that counted as a good weekend.


Chapter 13: The Arrangement

Olivia was folding her blanket on a Friday afternoon when Fallon appeared at her cage with an unusual proposition.

"I've got a customer who wants to make a long-term arrangement," Fallon said. "Every Friday and Saturday night for three months. Twelve weekends total. He'll pay upfront for the entire contract."

"What's the catch?" Olivia asked. In her six months as rental inventory, she'd learned that unusual offers usually came with complications.

"No catch," Fallon said. "He's requesting you specifically. Says he saw your listing and wants a regular arrangement. You'd still be available for rentals during the week, but your weekends would be blocked out for him."

"Did he say what he wants me for?"

"The usual," Fallon said. "Companionship, sex, the standard rental activities. But he wants consistency. Same girl, same schedule, for three months straight."

Olivia considered it. Twelve weekends with the same customer meant twelve weekends where she knew exactly what to expect. No surprises, no new cruelties to discover. "Well, it’s not like I have a choice," she said.

"Good," Fallon said, mostly ignoring Olivia’s comment. "He'll be here in an hour to pick you up for the first weekend."

When Victor Raines arrived, Olivia understood immediately why he could afford a three-month contract. Everything about him screamed wealth. The tailored suit, the expensive watch, the confident way he moved through the store as if he owned it. He was in his late forties, with salt-and-pepper hair, sharp features, the kind of man who probably had secretaries, drivers, and people whose job it was to make his life easier.

"Olivia," he said when Fallon brought her to the front. "I'm Victor. It's nice to meet you."

"Hello," Olivia said. She was already chained and ready for transport.

"I have some things for you at my apartment," Victor said. "Clothes, toiletries, things you'll need for the weekends. I hope the sizes are right. I estimated based on your measurements from the store."

"Thank you," Olivia said, surprised. Most renters didn't bother with clothes.

Make that all renters.

His car was a black Mercedes, sleek and new. He helped her into the passenger seat and drove through downtown Durham to a high-rise building with underground parking. Olivia was oddly relieved she didn’t have to enter the building through the lobby. After pulling into a parking spot with his name on it, they got out and walked to the penthouse elevator, which required a key card that Victor produced from his wallet.

"I live on the top floor," he explained as they rode up. "It's just me, so there's plenty of space. You'll have your own bathroom to use on the weekends."

The penthouse was stunning. Floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the city, modern furniture that looked like it belonged in a magazine, an open kitchen with marble countertops. Everything was immaculate and expensive.

"Let me show you where things are," Victor said. He led her to a guest bedroom. "This is where you can keep your things. As I mentioned, I bought you some clothes." He opened the closet to reveal several dresses, casual clothes, and even pajamas, which struck Olivia as particularly odd given her circumstances. "I wasn't sure what you'd like, so I got a variety. And there are toiletries in the bathroom. Makeup, skincare, whatever you need. If you don’t have something you want, let me know."

Olivia stared at the closet. "Why?"

"Because I want you to be comfortable," Victor said simply. "I know you're a rental, but for these twelve weekends, I'd like you to think of this as a place where you can relax. As much as possible, anyway."

He unlocked her chains and put them on the dresser. "You won't need these here. I'm not going to hurt you or make you do anything you don't want to do. I just want company. Someone to spend time with. Someone to talk to."

"And have sex with," Olivia said.

"Yes," Victor agreed. "But that too can be pleasant, I hope. I'm not interested in using you roughly or degrading you. I want this to feel like a relationship, not a transaction."

"But it is a transaction," Olivia pointed out.

"I know," Victor said. "But we can pretend otherwise. For both our sakes."

That first weekend set the pattern for all the ones that followed. Victor would pick her up on Friday evening. She'd shower and change into clothes from the closet. They'd have dinner together, sometimes takeout, sometimes something Victor cooked. They'd talk. Actually talk, about his work, about books, about current events, about anything except the fact that she was a slave he'd rented.

Then they'd go to bed together. Victor made love to her. There was no other word for it. He kissed her deeply, explored her body with his hands and mouth, paid attention to her responses, and made sure she was ready before he entered her. He held her afterward, sometimes talking, sometimes just lying quietly until they fell asleep.

Saturday mornings, he'd make breakfast. Saturday afternoons, they'd read, or he'd work while she did whatever she wanted. Saturday nights, they'd have sex again, usually twice. Sunday afternoon, he'd drive her back to SubjectSmart.

By the fourth weekend, Olivia realized she was looking forward to Fridays. The routine was comforting. Victor was kind, considerate, and treated her like a person instead of an object. She started to relax around him, to let her guard down in ways she didn't with other renters.

"I have a work event next Saturday," Victor said one Sunday over lunch. "A colleague's birthday party. I'd like you to come with me."

Olivia set down her fork. "To a party?"

"As my date," Victor said. "I know it's unusual, but I'd like to have you there. These things are tedious, and I'd appreciate the company."

"I'll be wearing my collar," Olivia pointed out. "Everyone will know what I am."

"Maybe," Victor said. "Or maybe they'll just think it's jewelry. Either way, I don't care what they think. I want you there."

The following Saturday, Victor presented her with a dress he'd bought specifically for the occasion. It was beautiful, a deep emerald green with a low neckline that showed the swell of her breasts and her collar prominently. He'd also bought her heels, understated jewelry, and a small clutch.

"You look stunning," he said when she emerged from the bathroom, makeup done, hair styled.

Olivia looked at herself in the mirror. She barely recognized the woman staring back. For six months, she'd been naked, collared, chained. Now she looked like someone going to a fancy party. Except for the collar, always the collar.

The party was at an upscale restaurant, a private room filled with well-dressed people holding wine glasses and making small talk. Victor kept his hand on the small of Olivia's back as they entered.

"Victor!" A man in his fifties approached, smiling broadly. "Glad you could make it. And who's this?"

"This is Olivia," Victor said smoothly. "Olivia, this is Robert Chen, the birthday boy."

"Happy birthday," Olivia said, shaking his hand. His eyes flicked to her collar, then away, his expression unchanged.

"Thank you," Robert said. "Help yourself to drinks and food. Good to see you, Victor."

They moved through the party, Victor introducing her to colleagues and acquaintances. "This is Olivia." No explanation, no elaboration. Just her name and his hand on her back, possessive and protective at once.

People looked at her collar. Of course they did. It was impossible to miss against her skin, the metal glinting in the light. But no one said anything. No one asked. They smiled, shook her hand, made polite conversation, and then moved on to the next group.

Olivia felt increasingly disoriented. Were they pretending not to notice? Did they genuinely not know what the collar meant? Or did they know exactly what she was and simply didn't care enough to acknowledge it?

"You're quiet," Victor murmured in her ear after an hour of circulating.

"I don't understand what's happening," Olivia admitted quietly.

"What do you mean?"

"They can see my collar. They have to know I'm a rental. But they're acting like I'm just your girlfriend."

Victor guided her to a quieter corner of the room. "Most of them probably do know. But it would be impolite to mention it. In their world, you pretend you don't notice these things."

"That's insane," Olivia said.

"That's society," Victor corrected. "The same people who'll rent subjects themselves act scandalized if you acknowledge it in public. It's all about maintaining the illusion of propriety."

"So they're all just pretending?"

"We're all pretending," Victor said. "I'm pretending you're my girlfriend. You're pretending you want to be here. They're pretending they don't know any better. Everyone gets to feel civilized."

An elegant, poised older woman approached them. "Victor, darling. It's been ages."

"Melissa," Victor said, kissing her cheek. "You look wonderful. This is Olivia."

"Lovely to meet you, my dear," Melissa said, her eyes taking in every detail of Olivia's appearance, lingering on the collar. "How long have you two been together?"

"A few months," Victor said easily. "Still fairly new."

"How did you meet?" Melissa asked, her smile pleasant but her eyes sharp.

"Through work," Victor said, the lie smooth and practiced. "Olivia was consulting on a project."

"How nice," Melissa said. "What kind of consulting do you do, Olivia?"

Olivia froze. She had no idea what to say. Victor's hand tightened slightly on her back.

"Healthcare," Olivia said, defaulting to her old life. "I have a nursing background."

"Fascinating," Melissa said in a tone that suggested it was anything but. "Well, I won't keep you. Enjoy the party."

She glided away, and Olivia let out a breath she didn't know she'd been holding.

"You did well," Victor said.

"I lied to her," Olivia said.

"We both did," Victor agreed. "That's the game."

They stayed another hour, making small talk with strangers who looked at Olivia's collar and said nothing. Some of them surely knew. Others might have been genuinely oblivious. It was impossible to tell, and that made it worse somehow.

When they finally left, Olivia was exhausted in a way that had nothing to do with physical labor.

Back at the penthouse, Victor helped her out of the dress. "Thank you for coming tonight," he said. "I know it was strange."

"It was worse than strange," Olivia said. She sat on the edge of the bed in her underwear, the dress pooled on the floor. "At least when I'm naked and chained, everyone knows what I am. There's no pretending. But tonight, everyone knew, and no one said anything, and I had to stand there and smile and act like I belonged there."

"You did belong there," Victor said. "You were with me."

"I was with you because you rented me," Olivia said. "That's not the same thing as belonging."

Victor sat beside her on the bed. "I know," he said quietly. "I'm sorry. I thought it would be easier than it was."

"Why did you want me there?" Olivia asked. "Really?"

Victor was quiet for a moment. "Because I'm tired of going to these things alone. Because I wanted to walk into that room with a beautiful woman on my arm. Because for a few hours, I wanted to pretend I had something real."

"But it's not real," Olivia said.

"No," Victor agreed. "It's not."

They sat in silence. Then Victor reached for her, pulling her into his arms. "Come here," he said.

Olivia let him hold her, let him kiss her neck, her shoulders, her mouth. When he laid her back on the bed, she didn't resist. This part, at least, was honest. He wanted her body; she was obligated to give it. No pretense, no performance for strangers. Just sex between a man and the woman he'd rented.

Victor undressed her slowly, kissing every inch of skin he exposed. He was thorough, attentive, making sure she was ready before he positioned himself between her legs. When he entered her, he looked into her eyes, searching for something she wasn't sure she could give him.

"Olivia," he murmured as he moved inside her. Not a command, just her name.

She wrapped her legs around him, her body responding even as her mind drifted. This was the seventh weekend. Halfway through their arrangement. She knew his rhythm now, knew what he liked, knew how to move with him to make it good for both of them. It was almost comfortable, this routine they'd developed.

When he came, he buried his face in her neck, holding her tightly. Olivia stroked his back, providing the aftercare that was part of the service, even if it felt like more than that now.

"Stay like this," Victor said, not pulling out, not letting her go. "Just for a minute."

Olivia stayed still, his weight on her, his softening cock still inside her. She stared at the ceiling and wondered what she was doing. This was supposed to be easier than regular rentals. One customer, predictable routine, no surprises. But somehow it was harder. The pretense of a relationship, the kindness, the gentle sex, it all made it worse because it felt real when it wasn't.

Finally, Victor pulled out and rolled onto his back beside her. "I'm seeing someone," he said suddenly.

Olivia's stomach dropped. "What?"

"A woman. Free woman. Someone I work with. We've been having coffee, and she asked me to dinner next week." He turned his head to look at Olivia. "I think it might be something."

"Oh," Olivia said. She should be happy for him. She should want him to find someone real, someone free, someone he didn't have to pay for. "That's good."

"I'll still honor our arrangement," Victor said quickly. "All twelve weekends. I'm not going to leave you hanging."

"I wouldn't care if you did," Olivia lied. "You can return me early if you want. Get a refund for the unused weekends."

"I don't want to do that," Victor said. "I want to finish what we started."

"Why?" Olivia asked.

Victor was quiet for a long time. "Because these weekends with you have been some of the happiest I've had in years. Even if it's not real, even if you're just doing what you're paid to do, it's made me feel less alone. And I'm not ready to give that up yet."

Olivia felt something twist in her chest. Anger, maybe. Or sadness. Or both. "So you're going to date this woman and keep renting me on the weekends until our contract is up?"

"Is that terrible?" Victor asked.

"It's… I don’t know," Olivia lied. She turned onto her side, facing away from him. "I'm tired. Can we sleep now?"

Victor spooned behind her, his arm around her waist. "I'm sorry," he said. "I know this isn't fair to you."

Olivia didn't respond. Nothing about any of this was fair.

She closed her eyes and tried to sleep, tried not to think about the party where everyone had pretended she was human, tried not to think about Victor dating a free woman while still bringing her to his bed on weekends, tried not to think about how much she'd started to look forward to seeing him.

Five more weekends. She could survive five more weekends of pretending this meant something when it didn't.

She had to.

The following Friday, Victor picked her up as usual. He told her about his week, about the woman he'd had dinner with, about how promising it seemed. Olivia listened and smiled and said encouraging things because that was what he wanted from her.

That night, when they had sex, Victor was particularly tender. Like he was trying to make up for something. Olivia let him, performed her role perfectly. She even came genuinely because her body had learned to respond to his touch, whether her mind wanted it to or not.

Afterward, he held her and whispered, "I wish things were different."

"They're not," Olivia said simply.

"I know," Victor said. "But I still wish it."

Four more weekends. Then three. Then two. Victor's relationship with the free woman progressed. He talked about her sometimes, asked Olivia's advice about whether he should do this or say that. Olivia gave him her best guidance, playing the role of confidante, pretending it didn't bother her that he was building a real life with someone else while using her body on the weekends.

The final weekend arrived. Olivia had marked it on the mental calendar she kept in her head. Twelve weekends of Victor Raines. Twelve weekends of pretending to be his girlfriend. Twelve weekends of actually enjoying sex for the first time since she'd been enslaved.

And now it was ending.

"I'm going to miss you," Victor said on that last Saturday night as they lay in bed after sex.

"No, you won't," Olivia said. "You'll have her. The real her. The one who chose to be with you."

"That doesn't mean I won't miss this," Victor insisted. "What we had."

"We didn't have anything," Olivia said. "You rented me. That's all this was."

"It was more than that to me," Victor said.

"Maybe," Olivia allowed. "But I'm still going back to my cage tomorrow, and you're still going to be with her, and in a month you probably won't even remember my name."

"I'll remember," Victor said.

Olivia didn't argue. There was no point.

Sunday morning, he drove her back to SubjectSmart for the last time. At the entrance, he hesitated.

"I wish I could buy you," he said. "But even if I could afford you, it wouldn't be right. You deserve to be free, not owned by someone else, even someone who cares about you."

"You don't care about me," Olivia said. "You care about how I make you feel. There's a difference."

Victor flinched. "Maybe you're right."

He walked her inside, where Fallon processed the final return. The twelve-weekend contract was complete.

"You're free to rent her on a normal basis going forward," Fallon told Victor. "If you're interested."

"Thank you," Victor said. "I'll keep that in mind."

But Olivia knew he wouldn't. He had what he needed now. A real relationship with a free woman. She'd served her purpose, helping him learn to be intimate again, preparing him to be with someone who mattered.

Back in her cage, Harper leaned down from above. "How was the arrangement guy?"

"Fine," Olivia said.

"Just fine? You were with him every weekend for three months."

"He was nice," Olivia said. "He treated me well. Made me feel almost human sometimes."

"But?" Harper prompted.

"But he's gone now," Olivia said. "He found someone real and he's gone."

"Did you want him to stay?" Harper asked gently.

Olivia was quiet for a long moment. "It doesn't matter what I want," she said finally. "That's the whole point. What I want doesn't matter."

She pulled her blanket over herself and closed her eyes, trying not to think about Victor's penthouse, or the feeling of sleeping in an actual bed, or the way he'd looked at her sometimes like she was more than just a rental.

It had been twelve weekends of pretending. Now it was over, and she was back in her cage where she belonged, waiting for the next customer who would rent her and use her and then return her like everyone else did.

Some lessons, she reflected bitterly, you had to learn over and over again. Hope was dangerous. Connection was dangerous. Letting yourself feel anything at all was the most dangerous thing of all.

She wouldn't make that mistake again.


Epilogue

Annabelle, still armed with her pen and legal pad as she sat in a rental cage, was talking to her neighbor, Stacey, when Fallon appeared, phone pressed against her ear.

“Someone wants to talk to you,” Fallon said, offering her phone between the bars.

Annabelle, unable to imagine any legitimate reason someone would call for her on Fallon’s phone, raised her eyebrows at the rental manager and took the phone warily.

“How soon did you want to crate me up for the trip back home?” Annabelle asked, making sure whoever was on the other end of the line could hear her.

“As soon as you’re off the phone,” Fallon said.

“Okay, I’ll make this quick,” Annabelle promised loudly before she pressed the phone against her ear. “Hello?”

“Annabelle Tillman? This is Rodney Morrow,” the voice said.

“Yes?” Annabelle answered, unable to place the vaguely familiar name with anyone she knew. “Have we met?”

“No, we haven’t,” the voice said. “I’m the owner of the company that hired you for your current assignment.”

The color drained from Annabelle’s face as she stared at Fallon. “Yes, sir?” she managed after a beat.

“No doubt I’ll be reading your report in a day or two, but I don’t have time to wait for it, hence the call,” he said in a tone that Annabelle recognized as the tell of someone who rarely, if ever, heard the word ‘no’. She shifted in her cage, suddenly aware of her nakedness, something she thought she’d grown used to the past few years since she’d been converted to full subject status after she reached the age of maturity.

“What can I do for you, Mr. Morrow?” Annabelle asked, her voice struggling for normalcy and not quite finding it. She still wasn’t sure who he was, other than someone who could afford to pay her company a lot of money for due diligence.

“I’ve got an opportunity that needs an immediate decision, and the idiot who hired you said you have a unique perspective, something I needed before I could make that decision.”

“Okay,” she said, unsure of what she could offer to whoever was asking. “I’m not exactly sure what you want, but I’ll–”

The voice cut her off. “I’m thinking about buying SubjectSmart,” he said. “The company, not the store you're sitting in.”

“Yes, sir,” she said. “The whole chain.” It wasn’t a question.

“That’s right,” he confirmed, and she could hear the smile in his voice. Why he felt the need to impress her, a naked slave-slash-attorney sitting in a cage in a smallish Southern city, she had no idea. “But before I pull the trigger on a tender offer, I need to know what you think.”

She blinked. “What I think about what, sir?” She’d had no time to look at the company’s financial statements, review its return on invested capital, or even assess its viability as an ongoing concern, something accountants and investment bankers would be more suitable to weigh in on than a subject, even one with a law degree.

“Let’s say I’m considering turning the store you’re in right now into a series, Ms. Tillman,” he said, leaving her biting her tongue not to ask if there was a question in his mind that she could conceivably answer. “What would you say?”

“A series of what, Mr. Morrow?”

“A streaming series, for my streaming service, Sinflix,” he said in a too-casual voice.

“You own Sinflix?” she said without thinking. “You, yourself?”

“That I do, Ms. Tillman,” he said. “And I think it’s time we brought the matter of subjects to the masses.” He paused, likely for effect but she couldn’t imagine why. The effect he was having on her was completely devoid of any need for embellishment.

“And I can help you how, sir?” she asked with trepidation. She wasn’t used to dealing with the paying clients at her law firm–she was much more comfortable in a supporting role, given her inherent limitations.

“What I want to know from you, Ms. Tillman, is if there is, in your considered opinion and from your unique perspective, sufficient drama in the place to warrant a full-scale production.”

Annabelle’s mind raced through what little she knew of the streaming service. Started a few years ago to bring ‘unorthodox’ programming to a subscription-based audience, it had made a name for itself, so to speak, when it developed a show on a cruise line that catered to a particular clientele. She’s never seen the show but its reputation, and the brouhaha that swirled around it for a few months, became part of the popular culture until it died away.

“You know your audience better than I do, Mr. Morrow,” she ventured, and was relieved when she didn’t get blasted for not answering the question put to her.

“That goes without saying, Ms. Tillman,” Morrow said in a droll tone. “But I’ve never been held in a SubjectSmart as you are right now, so you can give me an insider’s perspective, so to speak.”

“Yes, sir,” she said, still vamping for time.

“Simply put, is there enough drama to tell a good story, or isn’t there?” Morrow asked, finally exhibiting the lack of patience she had been anticipating since this strange conversation had begun.

“Oh, without question, sir.”
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