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Lot 27 — The Auction Turn continues the Bell & Brand sequence after the orchard rites of The Tethered Gala.

In The Tethered Gala, Samira Basra arrives at the orchard carrying shame, uncertainty, and the fear that her body is too much to be wanted. But the orchard is unlike any other part of Bell & Brand. It is green, fragrant, rural, ritualistic, and devoted to abundance. Under Headmistress Gwyn and Doc Mayes, Samira is drawn through apple bells, harvest lines, tethering rites, field processions, and the build towards the Gala itself.

The book reveals the orchard as a place where shame is not erased, but transformed into ceremony. Samira learns that what she once apologised for can become the very reason she is chosen.

If you have not yet walked the orchard path, you may want to read Samira’s story before entering Dominion’s auction room.

Read Book 5: The Tethered Gala — then continue into Lot 27 — The Auction Turn. https://a.co/d/09kHuDHl 


Chapter One -  Worker

The supply corridor stretched before her, long and dim, lit by the same amber panels that lined every passage in the lower levels of Dominion. Cassia Voss moved with the unhurried stride of someone who belonged exactly where she was—a maintenance worker on a routine check, clipboard tucked under one arm, tool belt weighing familiar against her hip. She had walked this route a hundred times. The night shift skeleton crew knew her face. The cameras knew her schedule. She was invisible by design: a body that kept the infrastructure running, nothing more.

That was the trick of it. Be useful enough to stay employed. Be forgettable enough to stay safe.

She paused at the junction where the maintenance spur met the main distribution artery, checking her clipboard as if verifying a work order. The camera in the corner swept its slow arc—she'd timed it before, knew exactly how many seconds she had before the lens swung back toward her position. Eighteen seconds. More than enough.

She slipped left instead of right, into the corridor that led to storage wing C.

The door required a keycard. She'd lifted the override stub from a supply clerk three weeks ago, during a shift change chaos that had left the woman's lanyard unattended on a break-room table for exactly forty-seven seconds. Cassia had been patient. She'd waited, watching the clerk's patterns, confirming that the stub wasn't logged to an individual user but rather to a generic maintenance pool. Untraceable. Or close enough.

The reader beeped. The lock disengaged.

She was inside.

Storage Wing C held the overflow—equipment that didn't fit in the active inventory, spare parts for systems that rarely needed repair, and, if the inventory manifests she'd cross-referenced were accurate, a case of unlogged pharmaceutical samples that had been sitting on a back shelf for over six months. Unlogged meant uncounted. Uncounted meant unmissed.

Theft from Dominion was stupid. She knew that. Everyone who worked here knew that. The farm had its own security apparatus, its own disciplinary procedures, its own quiet ways of making problems disappear. But Cassia had been watching the exits for months, calculating what she would need to get far enough away to start over somewhere that didn't smell of disinfectant and cow. A ticket out. That was all she wanted. Enough money to buy passage on a transport heading anywhere with a different name, and the chemical leverage to ensure the farm wouldn't come looking.

The pharmaceutical samples would fetch a price on the secondary market. Not enough to make her rich, but enough to make her gone.

She moved through the rows of shelving, counting off sections until she reached the coordinates she'd memorised. The case sat exactly where the manifest said it would: a plain polymer container, unmarked, sealed with a standard magnetic clasp. She lifted it, testing the weight. Heavier than expected, but manageable.

Her pulse quickened. Not fear—excitement. This was the closest she'd come to freedom in two years of scrubbing floors and unclogging drains and pretending she didn't notice what happened to the women who were brought through the upper corridors on leashes. Two years of keeping her head down and her mouth shut and her thoughts locked behind a wall of sullen competence.

She turned toward the exit.

And stopped.

Cain Hart stood in the doorway, arms folded, watching her with the patient expression of a man who had all the time in the world.

'Cassia Voss,' he said. His voice was calm, almost pleasant. 'Maintenance pool four. Night shift. I've been waiting to see if you'd actually do it.'

Her grip tightened on the case. For one reckless instant, she considered throwing it at him—considered bolting past, making for the service ladder at the far end of the wing, gambling that she could reach the external vents before he caught her. But Cain's posture told her everything she needed to know about that calculation. He wasn't alone. She could feel the presence of at least two others behind her, positioned in the shelving rows she'd just walked through.

She'd been watched from the moment she entered the wing.

'How long?' she asked, surprised by how steady her voice sounded.

'Since you first accessed the inventory manifests from a maintenance terminal six weeks ago.' Cain unfolded his arms and took a single step into the room. 'You're careful, I'll give you that. Careful enough that we had to decide whether to let you get this far.'

'Let me?'

'If we'd stopped you at the terminal, we'd have had a worker with a suspicious search history and no proof of intent. This way—' He gestured to the case in her hands. 'We have a thief with stolen property. Much cleaner.'

The word cleaner settled into her stomach like a stone. She understood, suddenly, that this wasn't a capture. It was a harvest.

'What happens now?' she asked, forcing the question through a throat that had gone tight.

Cain smiled. It was not an unkind smile, which made it worse. 'That depends on Master Rook's disposition. But between you and me?' He stepped closer, close enough that she could smell the leather of his belt and the faint musk of a man who worked long hours in close proximity to the farm's primary assets. 'You're about to learn the difference between being employed by Dominion and belonging to it.'

The processing room was not what she had expected.

She had expected something brutal—a concrete cell, a restraint chair, perhaps the same kind of rough handling she'd witnessed when security dragged workers away for minor infractions. Instead, she found herself in a space that looked more like a medical clinic than a dungeon. White walls. Soft lighting. An examination table in the centre, flanked by equipment she didn't recognise but whose purpose she could guess at.

A woman stood beside a datascreen mounted on the far wall, making notes with precise, efficient movements. She was perhaps in her late thirties, dark hair pulled back in a severe knot, wearing a lab coat over a tailored blouse. When she turned, her eyes moved over Cassia with the detached assessment of someone cataloguing a specimen.

'Dr Vane will be overseeing your intake evaluation,' Cain said from behind her. He had walked her here himself, one hand resting lightly on her shoulder—not restraining, exactly, but making clear that running was no longer an option. 'I'll leave you in her capable hands.'

The door whispered shut.

Cassia stood alone in the centre of the room, still wearing her maintenance uniform, still holding the shreds of a plan that had crumbled the moment Cain Hart appeared in that storage doorway. The case was gone, confiscated somewhere between the storage wing and this room. Her override stub was gone. Her illusions were gone.

'Sit,' Dr Vane said without looking up from her screen.

Cassia didn't move. 'What is this? What happens now?'

Now Dr Vane did look up, her expression one of mild curiosity, as if Cassia's question were only slightly more interesting than the data she'd been recording. 'You attempted to steal pharmaceutical assets from a secure Dominion facility. Under standard employment contracts, that would be grounds for termination and referral to civil authorities.' She paused, letting the words settle. 'But Dominion maintains its own internal justice structure. You waived that option when you signed your employment agreement. Section fourteen, if you're curious.'

Cassia remembered the contract. She remembered the dense paragraphs of legal language she'd skimmed in the hiring office, eager for the work, desperate for the wages. She remembered thinking that the fine print didn't matter—that she'd be gone before any of it became relevant.

'I want a lawyer,' she said, though she knew even as the words left her mouth how foolish they sounded.

Dr Vane's mouth curved slightly. Not a smile. Something closer to acknowledgement of a predictable response. 'You're not being charged with a crime, Cassia. You're being processed. There's a difference.' She gestured to the examination table. 'Sit. I won't ask again.'

The threat beneath the words was quiet but absolute. Cassia had spent two years learning to read the power dynamics of this place—who could be challenged, who needed to be avoided, which supervisors were cruel and which were merely indifferent. Dr Vane was neither. She was something worse: precise.

Cassia sat.

The examination table was cold through the thin fabric of her uniform. She kept her hands in her lap, fingers curled into fists, watching as Dr Vane crossed the room to a cabinet and withdrew a handheld device. It looked like a scanner, perhaps, or a modified reader.

'Arms at your sides,' Dr Vane said. 'Palms up.'

'Why?'

'Because I need baseline measurements, and because you no longer have the standing to ask questions.' Dr Vane's voice remained level, almost pleasant. 'You are currently a liability, Cassia. Your value to this organisation was negative the moment you took that case off the shelf. What happens next depends entirely on what I find.'

Cassia forced her arms to move, forced her palms to turn upward on the table's surface. The scanner hummed as Dr Vane passed it over her body—starting at her shoulders, moving down her torso, pausing at her chest and abdomen. The device chirped softly, feeding data to the screen on the wall.

'Interesting,' Dr Vane murmured.

'What's interesting?' Cassia couldn't stop herself from asking.

Dr Vane didn't answer immediately. She completed the scan, then returned to the datascreen, studying the readouts with an expression Cassia couldn't read. After a long moment, she turned back.

'Your hormonal profile is unusual. Elevated prolactin, elevated oxytocin sensitivity markers. Your tissue density readings suggest a mammary response that would place you in the upper percentile of our current inventory.' She tilted her head slightly. 'You've never been tested for yield potential, have you?'

The words took a moment to parse. When they did, Cassia felt the blood drain from her face.

'I'm a maintenance worker,' she said. 'I fix drains. I don't— I'm not—'

'Not yet.' Dr Vane's voice was cool, clinical, utterly without malice. 'But your body appears to have been wasted in the wrong department. We can correct that.'

Cassia stood. The movement was instinctive, her chair scraping back against the floor, her breath coming faster than she could control. 'You can't do this. I'm an employee. I have rights—'

'You had rights.' Dr Vane didn't move, didn't raise her voice, didn't show any reaction to Cassia's outburst. 'You traded them for a keycard stub and six weeks of careful planning that we watched every step of. You're not an employee anymore, Cassia. You're a liability with unexpectedly valuable characteristics. And liabilities get converted.'

The word hung in the air. Converted.

Cassia's mind raced, searching for an exit, a lever, a way out. There was none. She had seen enough of Dominion to know what happened to the women who passed through its upper corridors. She had told herself that they were different—volunteers, perhaps, or women who had no other options. She had told herself that she was safe as long as she stayed invisible.

She had been wrong.

'I won't cooperate,' she said, her voice cracking despite her efforts to keep it steady. 'Whatever you're planning, I won't do it.'

Dr Vane smiled. It was the same smile Cain had worn in the storage wing—not unkind, but worse because of it.

'You will,' she said. 'They all do, eventually. And I suspect you'll be more interesting to watch than most.' She turned back to her screen. 'Guards will escort you to holding. We'll begin processing in the morning.'

The holding cell was smaller than she expected.

A narrow cot, a sink, a toilet behind a partial screen. No windows. No clock. The lighting was soft and constant, giving her no way to mark the passage of time. She sat on the edge of the cot, her maintenance uniform still on her body, her tool belt confiscated somewhere along with her dignity.

She had been foolish. She understood that now. She had underestimated the depth of Dominion's surveillance, the precision of its patience. They had let her plan her theft for six weeks, watching, waiting, gathering evidence until the moment was right. They had harvested her as cleanly as they harvested everything else this place produced.

But that wasn't what made her stomach clench and her hands shake.

What made her chest tight was what Dr Vane had said. Upper percentile of our current inventory. Your body appears to have been wasted in the wrong department. Liabilities get converted.

She had spent two years ignoring the reality of what Dominion actually was. She had cleaned the floors and emptied the bins and looked the other way when women in collars passed through the corridors on their way to somewhere she refused to imagine. She had told herself that she was different. That she was separate. That the system only touched those who chose it, or those who deserved it.

She had been wrong.

The door opened without warning. A guard stood in the threshold, a man she didn't recognise, his expression professionally blank.

'On your feet,' he said. 'Processing begins now.'

'It's morning?' The question slipped out before she could stop it.

'It's time.' He stepped aside, gesturing into the corridor beyond. 'Move.'

She moved. Not because she wanted to, not because she had surrendered, but because there was nothing else to do. Resistance, for the moment, was performance. She would need to be smarter than this. She would need to find a crack in the system, a weakness in the logic that had trapped her.

But first, she would have to survive what came next.

The corridor stretched before her, identical to a dozen others she had walked as a worker. But this time, she noticed things she had ignored before. The doors she had passed without seeing—each one marked with numbers and symbols she now understood. Holding. Evaluation. Conditioning. Milking Floor.

She had worked here for two years. She had never let herself see it.

Now she was about to learn what happened behind those doors from the inside.

The guard stopped at an unmarked door and gestured her through. Inside, she found another examination room—larger than the first, with equipment that made her stomach lurch. A mounting frame in the centre, padded but unmistakably designed for restraint. A series of tubes and collection vessels arranged on a rolling cart. Cameras mounted in the corners, their lenses glinting.

And Cain Hart, standing beside the frame, waiting.

'Good,' he said, as if she had arrived for a scheduled appointment. 'Let's begin.'

Cassia stood in the doorway, her body refusing to move forward despite her mind's desperate commands. The frame dominated the room—padded leather surfaces, adjustable supports, attachment points for restraints that she could see but didn't want to examine too closely. It was designed to hold a body in position. Her body, if she let them.

'I won't,' she said. The words came out hoarse, stripped of the defiance she wanted them to carry. 'You can't make me—'

'We can,' Cain said, his voice still calm, still patient, as if he had this conversation every day and expected nothing less. 'But we prefer not to. Cooperation makes the process faster and considerably less unpleasant. For you, anyway.' He gestured to the frame. 'This is happening, Cassia. The only choice you have is how difficult you want to make it.'

'What if I choose not to cooperate at all?'

Cain tilted his head slightly. 'Then we proceed anyway. You'll be restrained, stimulated, and processed regardless of your consent. The difference is that resistance tends to make the experience more... memorable. For some women, that's preferable. They want to feel they fought.' He paused, watching her face. 'Is that what you want? To feel like you fought, even knowing it won't change anything?'

The question landed like a slap. Because of course that was what she wanted—or what part of her wanted. The part that needed to believe she was still Cassia Voss, maintenance worker, thief, survivor. The part that couldn't accept that she was about to become something else entirely.

But another part of her, a colder and more pragmatic part, recognised the calculation beneath Cain's words. He was offering her the illusion of choice. Cooperate, and maintain some fragment of agency. Resist, and surrender even that.

Neither option ended with her walking out of this room unchanged.

'What happens if I cooperate?' she asked, hating how small her voice sounded.

'You undress and position yourself on the frame. We complete your intake evaluation—physical assessment, yield testing, behavioural baseline. The data determines your classification and placement.' Cain's expression remained neutral. 'I won't pretend it's pleasant. But it's efficient. And efficiency matters here.'

Efficiency. The word encapsulated everything she had learned about Dominion in two years of service. The farm didn't operate on cruelty or passion or any of the messy human emotions she might have expected from a place like this. It operated on metrics. Output. Value.

She was about to become a metric.

Her hands moved to the fastenings of her uniform before she could think better of it. The fabric was thin, standard-issue worker grey, designed for utility rather than modesty. She had worn it every day for two years. It was the closest thing she had to an identity in this place.

She let it fall to the floor.

The air was cool against her skin. She stood in her underclothes—plain cotton, functional, nothing like the delicate garments she imagined the farm's actual assets wore—and felt Cain's gaze move over her with the same clinical assessment Dr Vane had shown. He wasn't leering. He was evaluating.

'The rest,' he said.

She hesitated. This was the last barrier, the final fragment of the person she had been. Once she removed it, she would be naked in front of a man who had already demonstrated that he held absolute power over her future.

But the alternative was being stripped by force. And that would be worse.

She removed her underclothes. She stood naked in the centre of the room, arms at her sides, refusing to cover herself. If they wanted her body, they would have to look at all of it.

Cain nodded, as if she had passed some unspoken test. 'On the frame. Face down, knees on the lower pads, chest against the upper support. You'll find handgrips at the front. Use them.'

The frame was designed for function, not comfort. The padded surfaces were firm, unyielding, positioned to hold her body in a specific configuration—rear elevated, chest supported, head slightly below her hips. She understood the purpose immediately. This was a milking position. The kind she had glimpsed in passing, the kind she had trained herself not to see.

She took her place. Her knees sank into the pads. Her chest pressed against the support. Her hands found the grips and closed around them, knuckles white.

Cain moved behind her. She heard the soft click of restraints being attached—first her ankles, then her thighs, then a wider strap across her lower back. The frame held her firmly in place, open and exposed.

'Good,' Cain said. 'Now we begin.'

The first touch was clinical.

Gloved hands—she didn't know whose, didn't turn to see—palpated her breasts with methodical pressure. Squeezing, releasing, measuring the tissue response. She felt her nipples harden despite herself, the involuntary reaction of a body that didn't care about her shame.

'Density confirms earlier readings,' a voice said. Dr Vane, she realised. The doctor had entered while Cain was securing her, and now stood somewhere to her left, observing. 'She'll need hormonal priming, but the foundation is excellent. I'd estimate a yield potential in the high seven range once she's fully developed.'

Seven. The number meant nothing to Cassia, but the approval in Dr Vane's voice made her skin prickle. She was being evaluated. Graded. Reduced to a set of measurements that would determine her value in a system she had spent two years trying to escape.

'Behavioural baseline?' Cain asked.

'I'll begin after the physical assessment. We'll need to establish response patterns before we move to conditioning.'

The hands moved from her breasts to her thighs, spreading her slightly wider, adjusting her position on the frame. Cassia's breath caught, but she forced herself to remain still. Resistance would only make this longer. Worse.

'Very responsive tissue,' Dr Vane observed. 'Minimal stimulation, significant lubrication response. She may be a natural.'

A natural. The phrase settled into her chest like a splinter. She wanted to protest, to explain that her body's reactions meant nothing, that she was still herself, still Cassia, still a person who had plans and dreams and a future that didn't involve being bent over a frame while strangers discussed her like livestock.

But she couldn't. Because her body was responding, and because there was no one to hear her protests even if she made them.

The examination continued. Measurements were taken. Data was recorded. And Cassia lay still, her face pressed against the padded support, her mind retreating to a place where none of this could touch her.

She would find a way out. She had to.

But first, she had to survive.

When it was over, they released her from the frame and handed her a new set of clothes. Not her worker uniform—that was gone, along with everything it represented. Instead, they gave her a simple shift, pale grey, made of a soft material that clung to her body in ways that made her acutely aware of every curve.

'Dressing protocol will be covered in your orientation,' Cain said, as if discussing a standard HR procedure. 'For now, this is sufficient. You'll be taken to your holding cell to rest. Processing continues tomorrow.'

Cassia pulled the shift over her head, feeling the fabric settle against skin that still hummed with the memory of hands and measurements. She felt raw. Exposed. Reduced.

But beneath all of that, something else flickered. Something she didn't want to examine too closely.

Dr Vane had called her interesting. Cain had watched her with something that might have been approval. The numbers they had discussed—seven, high percentile, excellent foundation—these were not the language of disposal. They were the language of value.

She was no longer a worker. She was no longer invisible.

She was becoming something else entirely.

The guard returned to escort her back to her cell. As she walked through the corridors—her bare feet silent on the cold floor, her body wrapped in the grey shift that marked her new status—Cassia felt the weight of what had happened settling into her bones.

She had been caught. She had been processed. She had been measured and evaluated and found valuable.

Tomorrow, she would learn what that meant.

But tonight, as she lay on the narrow cot in her windowless cell, she allowed herself a single thought that she would never have admitted to anyone.

For the first time in two years, someone at Dominion had looked at her and seen something worth keeping.

She wasn't sure if that was a comfort or a threat.


Chapter Two -  Inventory

She slept in fragments.

The holding cell offered no true darkness, no cycle of light and shadow to mark the passage of hours. The amber glow remained constant, diffuse, designed to disorient as much as to illuminate. Cassia drifted in and out of consciousness, her body heavy with exhaustion that her mind refused to honour. Every time she closed her eyes, she felt hands on her skin—gloved, clinical, measuring. Every time she opened them, she saw the same pale walls, the same narrow cot, the same reflection of herself in the polished surface of the sink.

She had not cried. She would not give them that.

But she had not slept either. Not properly. Not the deep, restorative rest that might have helped her think clearly about what came next.

The door opened without warning. No knock, no announcement—simply the quiet hiss of the seal breaking and the rectangle of brighter light from the corridor beyond. A guard stood in the threshold, a woman this time, her expression as professionally neutral as the man's had been.

'On your feet. Dr Vane is ready for you.'

Cassia rose. Her body ached from the unfamiliar position of the frame, from the tension of holding herself still while strangers touched her. The grey shift clung to her skin, and she was acutely aware of how thin it was, how little it concealed. She had spent two years in worker's clothing that was unflattering but substantial. This was something else entirely. This was a costume.

The guard led her through corridors she didn't recognise. They had moved beyond the maintenance levels now, past the familiar territory of supply wings and service passages, into a part of Dominion she had only glimpsed from a distance. The floors here were smoother, the lighting warmer, the walls decorated with abstract patterns that suggested wealth without displaying it openly. This was where the farm's actual business happened. Where the assets lived and worked and were prepared for whatever fate awaited them.

She had spent two years convincing herself that this world had nothing to do with her.

She had been wrong.

They stopped before a door marked with a number she didn't understand—B-7, Classification—and the guard gestured her inside.

The room was larger than the examination space from the night before. A desk dominated one corner, its surface covered with datascreens and readouts. A long table ran along the opposite wall, bearing equipment Cassia didn't recognise—tubes, sensors, collection vessels of various sizes. And in the centre, mounted on a platform, stood something that made her stomach clench.

A chair. But not a chair. It had the general shape of one—seat, back, armrests—but the surfaces were padded in the same firm material as the frame, and the armrests ended in restraints that hung open like waiting mouths. Above it, suspended from a track in the ceiling, a collection apparatus glinted under the soft lights.

'You're early.' Dr Vane's voice came from behind a partition Cassia hadn't noticed. The doctor emerged a moment later, holding a tablet, her expression one of mild satisfaction. 'Good. We have a great deal to accomplish today.'

'What is this?' Cassia asked, gesturing to the chair. 'What happens here?'

Dr Vane didn't answer immediately. She crossed to the desk and set down her tablet, then turned to face Cassia with the patient demeanour of a teacher about to explain something obvious to a slow student.

'You've been processed as a disciplinary case,' she said. 'That's the official designation. Theft of company assets, breach of contract, removal from the general employment pool. In most cases, that would lead to a period of indentured service—manual labour, usually, or domestic work for one of our subsidiary operations.' She paused, letting the words settle. 'But your intake evaluation revealed certain... anomalies. Characteristics that suggest a different path.'

Cassia's throat tightened. 'What kind of characteristics?'

Dr Vane picked up the tablet again, scrolling through data with precise movements. 'Your hormonal profile, as I mentioned. Tissue density. Response patterns to stimulation. All of these place you in a category that Dominion finds considerably more valuable than general labour.' She looked up, meeting Cassia's eyes for the first time since entering the room. 'You have the potential to become a yield asset. A productive one. Possibly even a premium one.'

The words landed like stones in still water. Yield asset. The clinical term for what everyone at Dominion knew but few spoke about openly. The women who were milked. The women who were sold. The women who disappeared into the farm's upper levels and emerged transformed, their bodies reshaped for purposes Cassia had spent two years refusing to imagine.

'No.' The word came out before she could stop it. 'I'm not—I didn't agree to this. I'm a worker, not—'

'You were a worker.' Dr Vane's voice remained level, almost gentle. 'Now you're inventory. The distinction matters.' She gestured to the chair. 'Please sit. We need to complete your classification assessment before we can determine your placement.'

Cassia didn't move. Her legs felt rooted to the floor, her chest tight with a mixture of fear and something she didn't want to name. 'What if I refuse?'

Dr Vane tilted her head slightly, as if considering the question seriously. 'You could refuse. I can't force you to cooperate, and Dominion policy discourages physical compulsion during early-stage evaluation. But I should tell you what that would mean.' She stepped closer, her voice dropping to a more intimate register. 'Refusal would be noted in your file. It would be interpreted as resistance, which would place you in a lower classification tier. Lower classification means less specialised training, less investment in your development, and ultimately, less valuable placement.' She paused. 'You would still be processed, Cassia. You would still become an asset. But you would be a cheap one. And cheap assets tend to end up in less... comfortable circumstances.'

The threat was quiet, delivered without malice, which made it worse. Cassia understood the logic immediately. Cooperate, and become something valuable. Resist, and become something disposable. Neither option ended with her retaining the person she had been.

She walked to the chair and sat.

The seat was cold through the thin fabric of her shift. She felt the padding conform to her body, the armrests pressing against her sides. The restraints remained open, but their presence was a promise. Eventually, they would close.

'Good,' Dr Vane said. 'Now, before we begin the physical assessment, I need to ask you some questions. Standard intake protocol. I'll record your responses for your file.'

She began without waiting for Cassia's agreement.

'Full name?'

'Cassia Voss.' The words felt strange in her mouth. A name that had belonged to a person who no longer existed.

'Date of birth?'

'Seventeenth of March, 2002.'

'Place of birth?'

'Portsmith. The outer district.'

Dr Vane made a note. 'Family?'

'None. I grew up in state care.'

'Education?'

'Secondary completion. Some technical training. That's how I got the maintenance job.' Cassia's voice was flat, reciting facts that seemed to belong to someone else's life.

'Very good. Now, more personal questions. Have you ever been pregnant?'

'No.'

'Have you ever undergone hormonal treatment of any kind? Fertility therapy, lactation induction, breast enhancement?'

'No. I couldn't afford—I mean, no.'

'Any history of sexual dysfunction? Pain during intercourse, difficulty achieving arousal, anorgasmia?'

Cassia felt heat rise to her cheeks. The questions were clinical, delivered without innuendo, but they stripped away layers of privacy she hadn't known she was still holding onto. 'No. I mean, I don't think so. Normal, I guess.'

'Describe your sexual history. Number of partners, frequency of activity, nature of encounters.'

'Why does that matter?' The question came out sharper than she intended.

Dr Vane's expression remained neutral. 'Because sexual response patterns are relevant to yield potential. Because understanding your baseline helps us determine the most effective training approach. Because I asked.'

Cassia exhaled slowly. 'Three partners. None recent. It's been... almost a year. I worked double shifts most weeks. Didn't leave much time for anything else.'

'And the nature of your encounters? Casual or committed?'

'Casual, I suppose. Nothing serious. I wasn't planning to stay.'

'Planning to stay where? At Dominion?'

'Anywhere.' The word slipped out before she could stop it. 'I was going to leave. That's why I—' She cut herself off, realising what she was about to admit.

'That's why you stole from us.' Dr Vane's voice carried no judgment. 'You were gathering resources to facilitate your departure.'

Cassia didn't answer. The confirmation was unnecessary.

'I note that for the record,' Dr Vane said, making another annotation. 'Flight risk. History of resistance to institutional structures. This will inform your conditioning protocol.' She set down the tablet and moved toward the equipment table. 'Now. Physical assessment.'

The examination began with measurements.

Dr Vane worked with efficient precision, calling out numbers to a recording device that captured each data point. Height. Weight. Body mass distribution. Limb proportions. Cassia sat still, her hands gripping the armrests, as the doctor circled her with a handheld scanner that hummed softly with each pass.

'You're smaller than typical for a yield asset,' Dr Vane observed. 'Slender build. Lower body fat percentage than we prefer initially. But your tissue distribution is excellent. Weight in the right places.' She paused, studying a readout. 'Breast tissue density is unusual for someone your size. Have you noticed any changes in this area recently? Tenderness, swelling, sensitivity?'

Cassia hesitated. 'I... maybe. I thought it was just my cycle.'

'Your cycle?' Dr Vane checked her tablet. 'Your hormonal profile suggests you may be experiencing irregular ovulation. When did you last menstruate?'

The question made Cassia's face heat. 'Six weeks ago. Maybe seven. I've been stressed. Working nights throws everything off.'

'Mm.' Dr Vane made a note. 'We'll need to establish a baseline before we begin induction. Stress-induced irregularity is common in intake cases. We can correct it.' She set down the scanner and reached for something on the equipment table—a device Cassia didn't recognise, shaped like a small cup with wires trailing from its base. 'Now, we need to assess your yield response. This will be uncomfortable, but I need you to remain as still as possible.'

'Yield response?' Cassia's voice came out higher than she intended. 'You mean—now?'

'Now.' Dr Vane approached with the device. 'Please remove your shift.'

Cassia's hands moved to the hem of the garment, then stopped. She had been naked in front of these people before—last night, on the frame—but this felt different. More deliberate. More final.

'I need you to understand something,' she said, forcing the words through a tight throat. 'Whatever you're about to do, whatever data you're about to collect—I'm not agreeing to this. I'm not consenting to become... whatever it is you want me to become. I'm cooperating because you've left me no choice. But I want it on record that this is not consent.'

Dr Vane paused, the device in her hand, and looked at Cassia with something that might have been respect. 'I'll note your statement in your file. For what it's worth, formal consent is not required for classification assessment. Dominion operates under emergency provisions that supersede individual autonomy in cases of contract violation. But I appreciate your clarity.' She gestured again to the shift. 'Please.'

Cassia pulled the garment over her head and set it aside. She sat naked in the chair, her skin prickling with cold and exposure, and waited for whatever came next.

The device attached to her breast with a soft suction.

Cassia gasped at the sensation—not painful, exactly, but strange. The cup sealed around her nipple and areola, creating a gentle pressure that made her skin prickle. Dr Vane adjusted something on a control panel, and the pressure increased, rhythmic now, pulsing in a pattern that reminded her of nothing so much as a mouth.

'Relax,' Dr Vane said. 'The initial response is often uncomfortable. Your body will adjust.'

She didn't want her body to adjust. She wanted to rip the device off, to run, to find some corner of Dominion where she could hide until she figured out how to escape. But the restraints on the chair remained open, and she knew that if she moved, they would close. And once they closed, she would have lost even the pretence of choice.

So she sat still. And she felt the device work.

The sensation was impossible to ignore. The suction pulled at her nipple, drawing it into the cup, stimulating tissue that had never been touched this way. She felt a warmth spreading through her chest, a heaviness that had nothing to do with the device and everything to do with something happening inside her body.

'Interesting,' Dr Vane murmured, studying a readout. 'You're responding faster than typical. Tissue engorgement is already visible. Let me increase the intensity.'

The pressure deepened. Cassia bit her lip, refusing to make a sound, refusing to give them the satisfaction of hearing how this was affecting her. But her body was betraying her. She could feel her nipple hardening inside the cup, feel the strange pulling sensation deep in her breast, feel something that might have been the beginning of something she didn't want to name.

'Very good,' Dr Vane said. 'Now the other side.'

A second device was attached, and Cassia felt the dual sensation overwhelm her. Both breasts now, both nipples drawn into the cups, both subjected to the rhythmic pressure that was somehow both clinical and intimate. She had never felt anything like this. Her few sexual encounters had been perfunctory, quick, focused on the other person's pleasure rather than her own. No one had ever touched her breasts with this kind of sustained attention.

And now a machine was doing it. For data. For her file.

She closed her eyes, trying to dissociate, trying to go somewhere in her mind where this wasn't happening. But her body refused to cooperate. The warmth was spreading now, moving from her chest down through her stomach, settling between her legs in a way that made her acutely aware of how exposed she was.

'Tissue response is excellent,' Dr Vane said, her voice clinical, detached. 'Lactation potential is high. I'm detecting early duct development that suggests we can accelerate the induction process significantly.' She made a note on her tablet. 'I'm going to attempt expression. This may cause some discomfort.'

The pressure changed. The rhythmic pulsing became a steady pull, stronger, more insistent. Cassia felt something shift inside her breast—something giving way, something releasing—and then a sensation that made her gasp.

Fluid. She was producing fluid.

Not milk, not exactly. Not yet. But something clear and thin, drawn from tissue that had never produced anything before. She could see it in the collection tube, a small amount, barely enough to coat the glass, but undeniable.

'Exceptional,' Dr Vane said, and for the first time, Cassia heard something like genuine interest in her voice. 'You're already expressing. Without hormonal priming. Without induction therapy.' She looked at Cassia with an expression that combined scientific fascination with something harder to read. 'You're a natural producer. I've only seen a few cases like this in my career.'

Cassia stared at the collection tube. At the evidence of what her body had done. She felt something crack inside her—not her resistance, not exactly, but something adjacent to it. Some belief she had held about who she was and what she was capable of.

She was a thief. A worker. A woman who had survived on her own for years, who had never needed anyone, who had been planning to disappear into the anonymity of the outer territories.

And now she was sitting naked in a chair, her breasts attached to collection devices, producing fluid for a system that saw her as inventory.

'Don't,' she said, her voice cracking. 'Don't call me that. A natural. I'm not—I'm not this.'

Dr Vane tilted her head. 'What are you, then?'

The question landed like a blow. Because Cassia didn't have an answer. She had been a worker, but that identity had been stripped away the moment she was caught. She had been a thief, but that had been a means to an end, not a definition. She had been someone planning to leave, but that future had been closed off the moment Cain Hart appeared in the storage wing.

Who was she now? What was left?

'I don't know,' she admitted, and the words tasted like surrender.

The examination continued for another hour.

Dr Vane collected samples, recorded data, adjusted the devices to test different response patterns. By the time she finished, Cassia felt hollowed out, her body no longer entirely her own. She had produced more fluid—still not milk, but something closer to it—and Dr Vane had seemed increasingly pleased with each measurement.

'Your classification will be confirmed by the end of the day,' Dr Vane said, detaching the final device and setting it aside. 'Based on initial results, I'm recommending placement in the premium auction pool. That means specialised training, higher investment in your development, and ultimately, a more selective buyer process.' She met Cassia's eyes. 'You have the potential to become one of Dominion's more valuable assets. That carries certain privileges, even at this stage.'

'Privileges?' Cassia's voice was flat, drained of the defiance she had tried to hold onto.

'Better accommodations. More personalised attention. The opportunity to influence your own development, to some degree.' Dr Vane's expression softened slightly. 'I know this seems like a punishment. I know you feel like you've lost everything. But I've seen women go through this process, Cassia. The ones who embrace it—who find a way to see value in what they're becoming—those are the ones who thrive. The ones who fight every step, who refuse to accept their new reality... they struggle. Unnecessarily.'

'Is that supposed to be comforting?'

'It's supposed to be practical.' Dr Vane handed her the grey shift. 'Get dressed. A guard will escort you to your new quarters. Your training begins tomorrow.'

Cassia pulled the shift over her head, feeling the fabric settle against skin that still hummed with the memory of the devices. She stood, her legs unsteady, and tried to find some fragment of the person she had been before all this started.

She couldn't.

The door opened, and the guard reappeared. Dr Vane had already turned back to her equipment, her attention shifting to the next task, the next subject, the next set of data to record.

Cassia walked out of the room, following the guard through corridors she didn't recognise, toward a future she didn't want.

But somewhere, beneath the fear and the shame and the grief for the person she had lost, something else flickered. Something that felt almost like curiosity.

Premium auction pool. One of Dominion's more valuable assets.

She had spent two years being invisible. Being nobody.

Now, apparently, she was becoming somebody worth watching.

She wasn't sure if that was better or worse.


Chapter Three - Collar

The new quarters were not what she had expected.

After the examination with Dr Vane, after the devices and the measurements and the impossible evidence of what her body could produce, Cassia had been led through a series of corridors that grew progressively more finished—smoother floors, warmer lighting, walls painted in muted earth tones rather than the industrial grey of the maintenance levels. The guard had stopped at a door marked with a number she didn't recognise and gestured her inside.

The room was small but not uncomfortable. A bed, wider than the cot in holding, with actual linens. A small bathroom behind a partial screen. A mirror—actual glass, not polished metal—and a wardrobe that, when she opened it, contained nothing but more of the same grey shifts in varying lengths.

She had stood in the centre of the room for a long moment, waiting for something else. A guard at the door. A restraint bolted to the wall. Something that would make clear she was still a prisoner.

Nothing came. The door had closed behind her, and she was alone.

She had slept, eventually. A fitful, shallow rest punctuated by dreams she couldn't remember upon waking. When she opened her eyes again, the lighting in the room had shifted slightly—warmer, suggesting morning, though she had no way to confirm it. The constant illumination made time feel elastic, unreliable.

A soft chime sounded from somewhere above the door. Then a voice, female and pleasant, emerged from a speaker she hadn't noticed.

'Lot Twenty-Seven. You are summoned to Processing Room Three. A guard will arrive in five minutes to escort you. Please be ready.'

Lot Twenty-Seven.

The designation settled into her chest like a stone. Not Cassia Voss. Not even her name. Just a number, a slot in an inventory system, a position on a shelf.

She was still wearing the grey shift from yesterday. She hadn't been given anything else to wear, and the wardrobe held nothing different. She ran her fingers through her hair—she hadn't been given a brush either—and tried to prepare herself for whatever came next.

The door opened on schedule. The guard this time was a man she didn't recognise, younger than the others, his expression professionally neutral.

'Come with me.'

She followed.

Processing Room Three was on a different level than anything she had seen before. They had taken a lift—her first time in an actual lift since arriving at Dominion—and emerged into a corridor that felt almost ceremonial. The floors were polished stone, the walls lined with panels depicting abstract patterns that suggested growth and abundance. The lighting was soft and golden, designed to flatter.

Cassia felt grotesquely out of place in her thin grey shift, her bare feet silent on the smooth floor.

The guard stopped before a set of double doors and gestured for her to enter. She pushed through, and found herself in a space that made her breath catch.

The room was circular, domed, with a ceiling that rose at least fifteen feet above her head. The walls were covered in dark fabric, absorbing light rather than reflecting it, creating an atmosphere of intimacy and weight. In the centre of the room stood a platform, raised perhaps a foot off the floor, with a single post mounted at its centre. The post was made of dark wood, polished to a shine, and at its top hung something that caught the light and threw it back in fragments.

A collar.

She recognised it immediately. She had seen them on the women who passed through the upper corridors—the ones she had trained herself not to look at, not to think about. Silver bands, fitted close to the throat, marking the wearer as property of Dominion. She had never been close enough to see the details. Now she was about to wear one.

'Lot Twenty-Seven.' Cain Hart's voice came from somewhere behind her. She turned and found him standing near the entrance, dressed not in his usual handler's attire but in something more formal—a dark tunic that suggested ceremony without being explicitly ritualistic. 'Welcome to your collaring.'

The word made her stomach turn. Collaring. As if she were an animal. As if this were natural, expected, routine.

'I didn't agree to this,' she said, her voice steadier than she felt. 'I haven't consented to anything.'

Cain's expression remained calm. 'Consent isn't required for classification. You've been processed as a yield asset. The collar is simply the visible marker of that status.' He gestured to the platform. 'Please. Let's make this dignified.'

Dignified. The word felt like a mockery. There was nothing dignified about what was happening to her. But she had learned enough in the past two days to understand that resistance would only make it worse. They would collar her regardless of her cooperation. The only choice she had was how much additional humiliation she wanted to endure in the process.

She walked to the platform. The steps were shallow, easy to climb, and she found herself standing beside the post, close enough to touch the collar that hung there. Up close, she could see the craftsmanship—the silver was etched with delicate patterns, and a small bell hung from the front, its surface gleaming. The bell was smaller than she had expected, barely larger than her thumbnail, but its presence was unmistakable.

This was what marked Dominion's assets. The bell and the collar. Visible proof of ownership, of conversion, of the transformation from person to property.

'Kneel,' Cain said.

She hesitated. This was the moment—the point of no return. Once she knelt, once she accepted the collar, she would be acknowledging what they had made her. She would be participating in her own erasure.

But the alternative was being forced to her knees. And that would be worse.

She knelt.

The platform was padded, designed for this purpose. Her knees sank into the cushioning, and she found herself at the perfect height for the collar—her throat level with the post, her face turned slightly upward. Cain moved behind her, and she felt his hands lift her hair, gathering it away from her neck. The touch was clinical, professional, but it made her skin prickle.

'Head forward,' he said. 'Chin up.'

She complied. She felt the collar touch her throat—cool metal, surprisingly light—and then the soft click of a clasp closing at the back of her neck. The weight settled against her skin, the bell shifting slightly as she breathed.

It was done.

She was collared.

'Stand,' Cain said, and offered her his hand.

She took it without thinking, rising from the platform, and felt the bell shift again with the movement. A soft sound, barely audible, but unmistakable. Every time she moved, every time her position changed, the bell would announce her. She would never be able to move silently through the world again.

'Look at me,' Cain said.

She raised her eyes. He was studying her with an expression she couldn't quite read—not approval, exactly, but something adjacent to it. Satisfaction, perhaps, at a task completed cleanly.

'The collar marks you as Dominion property,' he said. 'It cannot be removed except by authorised personnel. It contains a tracking element, a behavioural sensor, and a communication interface. You will receive instructions through it when necessary. You will also find that it... encourages certain behaviours.' He paused, watching her face. 'You'll learn what that means in time.'

'Encourages?'

'The collar responds to posture and positioning. Slouch, and you'll feel a gentle reminder. Drop your gaze when you should be looking forward, and the reminder becomes less gentle.' His voice remained level, almost instructional. 'It's designed to help you maintain the presentation expected of a premium asset. Think of it as a training tool.'

A training tool. She was wearing a device that would correct her behaviour, that would shape how she stood and moved and looked. The invasion was so total that she couldn't fully comprehend it. They had taken her name, her body, her future—and now they were taking her posture, her gaze, the simplest expressions of her physical self.

'What now?' she asked, and was surprised by how steady her voice sounded.

'Now you learn what it means to wear that collar.' Cain stepped back, giving her space. 'You'll be escorted to the training corridors. Your posture and presentation will be assessed. You'll also have the opportunity to see how others respond to your new status.' He smiled slightly. 'Your former colleagues, for example. The ones who knew you as a worker.'

The words hit her like a blow. She hadn't thought about her former colleagues—not consciously, not since the moment she was caught. She had been too consumed with her own situation to consider what it would mean to be seen by people who had known her as Cassia Voss, maintenance worker. People who had eaten lunch with her, complained about supervisors with her, shared the small intimacies of working life.

Now they would see her in a collar. They would see what she had become.

'No,' she said, the word escaping before she could stop it. 'Please. Not that. Anything but that.'

Cain's expression softened slightly. 'I understand this is difficult. But visibility is part of your training. You need to learn to be seen as what you are now, not what you were. And your former colleagues are the ideal audience for that lesson.' He gestured toward the door. 'The guard is waiting. I suggest you compose yourself before you leave this room. The corridors are public, and I expect you to present with dignity.'

Dignity. There was that word again. She wasn't sure she remembered what it meant.

The corridors were worse than she had imagined.

They had started in the ceremonial passage—the one with the polished floors and the flattering light—and Cassia had almost been able to pretend this was just another part of the examination process. But then the guard had turned a corner, and they had entered a different kind of space entirely.

This was a working corridor. Not the hidden service passages she had used as a worker, but the main arteries of Dominion's daily operations. Staff moved back and forth—handlers in their dark uniforms, technicians in white coats, administrative personnel with tablets and clipboards. And interspersed among them, moving in pairs or small groups, were the assets.

Women in shifts like hers, some grey, some white, some in colours she didn't recognise. All of them collared. All of them moving with a grace and precision that Cassia immediately understood was trained. Their posture was perfect—backs straight, chins level, gazes forward. The bells at their throats made soft music as they walked, a constant reminder of their status.

And then there was her.

She felt the difference immediately. Her posture was wrong—she could feel the collar pressing against her throat, a subtle but unmistakable pressure that encouraged her to straighten her spine, lift her chin, correct the slump she hadn't even been aware of. Every time she dropped her gaze to the floor, the pressure increased. Not painful, but insistent. A reminder that she was being watched, measured, corrected.

The guard walked beside her, not behind. She was being presented, not escorted. There was a difference.

Heads turned as she passed. She saw the glances, the quick assessments, the way eyes moved from her face to her collar to her body and back again. The handlers looked with professional interest, evaluating her as they would any new acquisition. The technicians looked with clinical curiosity, perhaps noting her classification markers. The assets looked with something harder to read—recognition, perhaps, or sympathy, or simply the blank acceptance of one who had been where she was now.

But it was the administrative staff who made her chest tighten.

These were the people she had worked alongside for two years. The clerks and coordinators and logistics officers who kept Dominion's daily operations running. She didn't know all of them by name, but she recognised faces—the woman who processed supply requisitions, the man who managed the maintenance schedules, the young clerk who had once helped her find a replacement filter for a broken air unit.

They recognised her too.

She saw it in their eyes. The moment of confusion, the quick reassessment, the understanding of what they were seeing. Cassia Voss, maintenance worker. Cassia Voss, who fixed drains and unclogged vents and kept her head down. Cassia Voss, now walking through the corridor in a grey shift and a silver collar, her posture being corrected by the device at her throat.

Some of them looked away. Some of them stared. One woman—a clerk whose name Cassia had never learned—actually stopped in the middle of the corridor, her tablet forgotten in her hands, her mouth slightly open.

Cassia wanted to disappear. She wanted to sink through the floor, to vanish into the walls, to be anywhere but here, seen by these people, reduced to this.

But the collar wouldn't let her.

The pressure at her throat encouraged her chin up, her gaze forward, her spine straight. She couldn't hide. She couldn't shrink. She could only walk, and be seen, and feel the weight of every glance like a brand on her skin.

'Keep moving,' the guard said, his voice low. 'You're doing well.'

She wasn't sure what 'doing well' meant in this context. She wasn't sure she cared. All she knew was that she was being paraded through the corridors of Dominion like a new exhibit, and everyone who had ever known her as a person was watching her become property.

The training room was a relief after the corridors.

It was smaller than she had expected, almost intimate, with padded floors and mirrored walls. Cain was waiting for her, standing near a set of equipment she didn't recognise—posts and bars and platforms arranged in configurations that suggested exercise, though not of the kind she was familiar with.

'Good,' he said as she entered. 'You survived the public corridor. That's the first step.'

'Is it supposed to get easier?' The question came out sharper than she intended.

Cain considered it seriously. 'Yes. Not easy—nothing about this is easy. But easier. You learn to carry yourself differently. You learn to be seen without feeling like you're being dissected.' He gestured to the centre of the room. 'That's what we're here to practice.'

She walked to where he indicated, feeling the collar shift with each step, the bell making its soft sound. The mirrors showed her reflection from every angle, and she found herself looking at the woman she had become.

She was thinner than she remembered, the grey shift hanging off her shoulders in a way that suggested she had lost weight since her capture. Her face was drawn, her eyes shadowed with exhaustion. But her posture was changing already—the collar's influence subtle but visible in the set of her shoulders, the lift of her chin.

And at her throat, the silver band gleamed. The bell caught the light and threw it back.

She looked like one of them.

'Posture is the foundation,' Cain said, drawing her attention back to him. 'Everything else—presentation, performance, value—rests on how you carry yourself. A premium asset does not slouch. She does not hide. She presents herself with pride, because she knows her worth.'

Pride. The word felt foreign, almost offensive. What did she have to be proud of? She had been caught, processed, collared. She was being trained for sale. There was no pride in any of that.

But Cain's voice carried a weight that made her listen despite herself.

'The collar helps,' he continued. 'But it's only a tool. The real work happens here.' He touched his own chest, over his heart. 'The decision to stand tall. To meet the eyes that watch you. To refuse to be shamed by what you're becoming.'

'What if I am shamed?' The question slipped out before she could stop it. 'What if I can't help feeling like this is the worst thing that's ever happened to me?'

Cain was silent for a moment. Then he stepped closer, close enough that she could see the details of his face—the lines around his eyes, the scars on his knuckles, the patience in his expression.

'Then you feel it,' he said quietly. 'And you keep going anyway. That's what strength looks like here. Not the absence of shame, but the refusal to let shame dictate how you move through the world.' He straightened, his voice returning to its normal instructional tone. 'Now. Let's begin.'

The training was physical, but not in the way she had expected.

Cain didn't touch her—not in any way that could be called intimate. Instead, he corrected her posture through words, through demonstrations, through the subtle pressure of the collar when she fell short of his expectations. He had her walk the length of the room, turn, walk back. He had her stand still while he circled her, evaluating. He had her practice kneeling, rising, kneeling again—all the movements that an asset might be expected to perform in the course of her duties.

And through it all, the mirrors reflected her progress.

She watched herself change. Not dramatically, not all at once, but incrementally. Her spine straightened. Her chin lifted. Her gaze stopped dropping to the floor every time she felt uncertain. The collar's pressure became less of a correction and more of a reminder—a constant presence that told her she was being watched, that she was expected to present well, that her body was no longer entirely her own.

'Good,' Cain said after perhaps an hour. 'You're learning. The collar will do its work, but you're meeting it halfway. That matters.'

'Why does it matter?' She was breathing harder than she had expected—not from exertion, but from the intensity of maintaining the posture, the constant awareness of being observed. 'Why do you care if I learn or not? I'm just inventory.'

Cain's expression shifted slightly. For a moment, he looked almost... tired.

'Because inventory that resents its status causes problems,' he said. 'It fights. It breaks. It becomes worthless. And worthless inventory reflects poorly on everyone who handled it.' He met her eyes. 'I don't want you to break, Cassia. I want you to become something valuable. Something that commands a high price, that attracts serious buyers, that justifies the investment we're making in you.' His voice softened slightly. 'That's better for you, too. Trust me. The alternative is not something you want.'

She wanted to ask what the alternative was. She wanted to demand details, to understand exactly what fate awaited her if she failed to meet Dominion's expectations. But something in Cain's eyes told her she didn't want to know.

Instead, she asked the question that had been burning in her mind since the collaring.

'What happens to me now? After this?'

'Now you return to your quarters,' Cain said. 'Tomorrow, we continue training. Posture, presentation, eventually more specialised skills. When you're ready, you'll begin catalogue preparation—the process by which you're introduced to potential buyers.' He paused. 'You'll also start hormonal priming. Dr Vane believes you can achieve full production within six to eight weeks. That will significantly increase your value.'

Full production. The phrase made her stomach turn. She understood what it meant—her body would be induced to produce milk, to become a functioning part of Dominion's yield system. She had seen the women on the milking floors, had glimpsed them through doorways she had quickly passed. She had never imagined she would become one of them.

'And after that?' she pressed. 'After I'm... ready?'

'After that, you go to auction.' Cain's voice was matter-of-fact. 'You'll be presented to qualified buyers, who will bid on the opportunity to own you. The highest bidder takes possession, and you become their asset.' He studied her face. 'That's the end of the process, Cassia. That's what all of this leads to. Becoming someone's property. Someone's investment. Someone's... whatever they choose to make you.'

The words landed like stones. She had known, on some level, that this was where she was headed. The auction, the sale, the transfer of ownership. But hearing it stated so plainly, so calmly, made it real in a way it hadn't been before.

She was being prepared for sale. She was being shaped into a product that someone would want to buy.

And the better she performed, the more valuable she became, the higher the price she would command.

It was sickening. It was dehumanising. It was everything she had feared when she first realised what Dominion really was.

But somewhere, in a dark corner of her mind that she didn't want to examine, something else stirred.

Value. They were investing in her. They saw potential in her. She wasn't being discarded—she was being cultivated. Prepared for a future that, however unwanted, would at least be significant.

She had spent two years being invisible. Being nobody.

Now she was becoming something worth buying.

The thought should have horrified her. And it did.

But it also did something else. Something she would never admit to anyone.

It made her feel, for the first time in years, like she mattered.


Chapter Four -  Catalogue

Three days passed before they came for her again.

Three days of sitting in her quarters, staring at walls that offered no answers. Three days of meals delivered through a slot in the door—nutritious, bland, designed to fuel rather than satisfy. Three days of silence broken only by the soft chime of the speaker and the occasional instruction to stand, turn, present herself for a remote assessment that came through the collar itself.

She had learned, in those three days, that the collar was more than a corrective device. It was a communication tool, a monitoring system, a constant presence in her mind. The voice that emerged from it was female, pleasant, impersonal—giving instructions, correcting her posture, reminding her that she was always being observed. Chin up, Lot Twenty-Seven. Shoulders back. You will be assessed on your presentation.

She had also learned that the collar could reward as well as correct. When she maintained proper posture for extended periods, when she moved with the grace they expected, she felt a subtle warmth at her throat—not pleasure, exactly, but something adjacent to it. A quiet acknowledgement that she was doing well. That she was meeting expectations.

She hated how much she wanted that warmth.

On the morning of the fourth day—or what she assumed was morning, given the shift in the room's lighting—the door opened without announcement. A guard stood in the threshold, a woman this time, her expression professionally neutral.

'Lot Twenty-Seven. You're summoned to Cataloguing.'

The word sent a chill through her. Cataloguing. She had heard it mentioned in passing during her training with Cain—a reference to the process by which assets were prepared for presentation to buyers. She had understood, abstractly, that it involved documentation, photography, the creation of some kind of record. But she had not allowed herself to think about what it would actually mean.

Now she was about to find out.

The cataloguing suite occupied an entire wing of Dominion's upper level.

The guard led her through corridors that grew progressively more refined—polished floors giving way to carpet, industrial lighting replaced by warm lamps and carefully positioned spotlights. The walls here displayed actual art: abstract compositions in muted colours, photographs of landscapes she didn't recognise, the occasional portrait of women whose faces she couldn't quite see.

Assets, she realised. Former assets, perhaps, or idealised representations. Women who had been processed and sold and were now commemorated on Dominion's walls.

She wondered if her face would end up here someday.

The guard stopped before a set of double doors marked with a symbol she didn't recognise—a stylised bell intertwined with what looked like a ribbon or a stream of liquid. The doors opened automatically, revealing a space that made her breath catch.

The room was vast, divided into sections by movable partitions and screens. In one corner, she saw camera equipment—lights, reflectors, backdrops of various colours. In another, a raised platform surrounded by mirrors, similar to the training room but larger, more elaborate. A long table ran along one wall, covered with tablets, folders, and what looked like samples of fabric and accessories. And at the far end, partially obscured by a screen, something that looked almost like a stage.

But what drew her attention was the man standing at the centre of it all.

He was perhaps in his forties, with silver-streaked hair swept back from a face that might have been handsome if not for the sharpness of his features—the pointed chin, the thin lips, the eyes that missed nothing. He wore a tailored jacket in deep burgundy, open over a dark shirt, and his hands moved as he spoke, gesturing to an assistant who was adjusting a light stand.

'No, no—the warmth is wrong. She'll look washed out under that. We need something with more amber, more gold. Remember, we're selling fertility here, not clinical precision.'

His voice carried across the room—melodic, theatrical, each word given weight and consideration. He spoke like a performer, Cassia thought. Like someone for whom every moment was a stage.

Then he turned, and his eyes found her.

'Ah.' A smile spread across his face—not warm, exactly, but appreciative. 'The infamous Lot Twenty-Seven. I've been looking forward to this.'

The guard nudged her forward. Cassia walked into the room, feeling the weight of his gaze like a physical touch. He circled her slowly, his eyes moving from her face to her body to the collar at her throat and back again.

'Interesting,' he murmured. 'Very interesting indeed. Dr Vane's notes suggested potential, but she undersold you, I think.' He stopped in front of her, tilting his head. 'You have presence. Did Cain teach you that, or is it natural?'

'I don't know what you mean,' Cassia said, her voice steadier than she felt.

He laughed—a genuine sound, surprisingly pleasant. 'Of course you don't. You're still thinking of yourself as a person, not a product. That will change.' He extended a hand, not to shake hers but to gesture toward the platform. 'I'm Marlo Bett. I handle cataloguing and auction presentation for Dominion's premium assets. Which includes you, apparently.' His smile widened. 'Lucky me.'

The name was familiar. She had heard it mentioned in the corridors, always with a mixture of respect and something else—fear, perhaps, or anticipation. Marlo Bett, the auctioneer. The man who turned women into events.

She walked toward the platform, feeling the collar shift with each step, the bell making its soft sound. Marlo followed, his eyes never leaving her.

'Stand there,' he said, indicating a spot at the centre of the platform. 'Let me look at you properly.'

She stood. The lights around the platform were brighter than she had expected, and she felt exposed—not just physically, but in some deeper way. Marlo circled her again, slower this time, his gaze clinical despite the theatricality of his manner.

'Good bone structure,' he said, almost to himself. 'Eyes that suggest defiance, which buyers find appealing. Figure is slender but promising—Vane's hormonal treatments will fill you out nicely.' He paused behind her, and she felt his breath on her neck. 'Posture is adequate. Cain's work, I assume?'

'Yes.'

'He's good. One of the best.' Marlo moved to face her again. 'But posture is only the beginning. What we need to create here is a story. A narrative that buyers can invest in.'

'A story?'

'Every asset has a story.' Marlo's voice shifted, becoming more instructional. 'Some are tragic—fallen nobility, disgraced professionals, women who have lost everything and are now seeking redemption through service. Some are mysterious—unknown backgrounds, hidden pasts, the allure of the uncharted. Some are transformative—women who have discovered their true nature through Dominion's process, who have embraced their destiny.' He studied her face. 'The question is: what story do you tell?'

Cassia felt something twist in her chest. She had a story—she had a whole life, a history, a self that existed before all of this. But she understood, with a chill that settled deep in her bones, that none of that mattered. What mattered was the story Marlo Bett would create for her. The narrative that would make buyers want to own her.

'I was caught stealing,' she said, her voice flat. 'I was a worker who tried to leave. That's not much of a story.'

Marlo's eyes lit up. 'On the contrary. That's an excellent story. The worker who reached too high. The woman who thought she could escape, only to discover that escape was never the point.' He smiled, and there was something almost like admiration in it. 'It's a redemption narrative, you see. You weren't stolen or coerced—you were caught. You tried to take what wasn't yours, and now you're being taught the value of giving instead of taking. It's poetic, really.'

Poetic. The word made her stomach turn. There was nothing poetic about what was happening to her. There was only the slow erosion of everything she had been, replaced by a story someone else was writing.

But she said nothing. Because she understood, now, that her story was no longer hers to tell.

The photography session began with clothing.

Or rather, the lack of it.

Marlo directed her to a screen in the corner of the room, where an assistant waited with a selection of garments. Some were elaborate—lingerie in silk and lace, colours ranging from deep red to pale ivory. Others were simpler—shifts similar to the one she wore, but in different fabrics and cuts. And some were nothing at all—arrangements of ribbons and chains designed to suggest concealment while offering none.

'We'll start with something simple,' Marlo said, his voice carrying across the room. 'The grey shift is functional, but it doesn't tell a story. We need something that suggests potential, that hints at what you'll become.'

The assistant—a young woman with a quiet demeanour and a collar at her own throat—helped her change. The garment Marlo had selected was a deep blue, darker than anything Cassia had worn before, made of a fabric that clung to her body like a second skin. It was cut low across her chest, exposing the upper curves of her breasts, and ended high on her thighs, leaving her legs bare.

'Good,' Marlo said when she emerged. 'The colour suggests depth, mystery. And the cut shows off your figure while leaving room for imagination.' He gestured to the platform. 'Now. Let's create some images.'

The lights around the platform shifted as Marlo gave instructions to the photographers—there were two of them, both women, both moving with the quiet efficiency of professionals who had done this many times before. Cassia stood where Marlo directed, feeling the heat of the lamps on her skin, hearing the soft click and whir of the cameras as they captured her from different angles.

'Chin up,' Marlo called. 'Eyes to the left—not the camera, the space beyond it. As if you're looking at something you can't quite see.' He moved closer, adjusting her position with hands that were surprisingly gentle. 'Your body is speaking, Lot Twenty-Seven. We need to make sure it says the right things.'

She felt herself being arranged, posed, shaped into configurations she would never have chosen herself. Hands on hips. One shoulder raised slightly. Head turned just enough to catch the light. Each adjustment was small, but the cumulative effect was transformative. She could see it in the monitors positioned around the platform—the woman in the images looked nothing like the person she saw in the mirror each morning.

That woman was composed, elegant, mysterious. Her eyes held secrets. Her body suggested possibilities. She looked like someone worth wanting.

'Excellent,' Marlo breathed. 'Now, let's try something more... revealing.'

The session continued for hours.

Marlo had her change outfits four times, each garment chosen to suggest a different narrative. The deep blue gave way to a pale pink that made her look younger, more innocent. The pink was replaced by black lace that turned her into something darker, more dangerous. And finally, she wore nothing but a ribbon—a single strip of silk that wound around her torso, crossing between her breasts and looping around her neck in a way that drew attention to the collar.

Throughout it all, Marlo's voice provided a running commentary. Not to her—to the photographers, the assistants, the invisible audience that would eventually see these images.

'See how the light catches her collarbone? That's the line we want to emphasise—fragility and strength in the same frame.'

'The eyes are perfect. Defiant but vulnerable. Buyers love that contradiction.'

'The ribbon suggests restraint without actually restraining. The implication is more powerful than the reality.'

Cassia heard it all, felt it all, and something inside her began to shift.

At first, she had been embarrassed. Exposed. Humiliated by the process of being turned into an image, a product, a fantasy for strangers to consume. But as the hours passed, as she saw herself transformed on the monitors, she began to feel something else.

Control.

Not over the process—she had no control over that. But over the image. Over how she was seen.

When Marlo told her to look mysterious, she could choose what mystery to project. When he told her to look vulnerable, she could decide how much vulnerability to show. The story was being written by someone else, but she was the one telling it.

And she found, to her surprise, that she was good at it.

'Very good,' Marlo said after a particularly successful series of shots. 'You understand your angles. You know how to present yourself.' He moved closer, his voice dropping. 'Some assets never learn that. They remain objects, passive, waiting to be shaped. But you—you're participating. You're making yourself into something worth looking at.'

The words settled into her chest, warm and unexpected. She didn't want to feel pleased by his approval. She didn't want to feel anything but anger and shame and the desperate desire to escape.

But she couldn't deny that something had changed.

She was no longer just being photographed. She was performing.

The writing session came after the photography.

Marlo led her to a corner of the room where a desk had been set up, covered in tablets and screens. He settled into a chair and gestured for her to stand beside him, close enough to see the document he was composing.

'The catalogue entry is an art form,' he said, his fingers hovering over the screen. 'It must be accurate—buyers expect what they see to match what they receive. But it must also be evocative. It must make them want.'

He began to type, speaking aloud as he wrote.

'Lot Twenty-Seven. Classification: premium yield asset. Age: twenty-four. Origin: outer district, independent background.' He paused, glancing at her. 'Physical description: slender build with exceptional tissue density. High yield potential confirmed. Natural producer with minimal priming required.' Another pause. 'Temperament: initially resistant, demonstrating increasing responsiveness to training. Strong exhibition potential.'

The words made her skin prickle. She was being described, quantified, reduced to a set of characteristics that could be read and evaluated by strangers. But there was something else in the description—something that suggested value, potential, worth.

'Behavioural notes,' Marlo continued, typing as he spoke. 'Subject demonstrates above-average aptitude for presentation. Engages actively with cataloguing process. Shows emerging pride in performance quality.'

Pride. He had written pride.

'Don't,' she said, the word escaping before she could stop it. 'Don't write that. I'm not—I don't feel—'

Marlo looked up, his expression curious. 'You don't feel pride? When I told you that you were performing well? When you saw yourself transformed on those screens?'

'That's not pride. That's...' She searched for the word. 'Survival. I'm doing what I have to do to survive. That's not the same thing.'

'Isn't it?' Marlo tilted his head. 'You could have resisted. You could have refused to pose, refused to engage, made this process difficult for everyone involved. Instead, you chose to participate. You chose to present yourself well.' He smiled, and there was something almost like respect in it. 'That's not just survival, Lot Twenty-Seven. That's adaptation. And adaptation is the first step toward excellence.'

She wanted to argue. She wanted to tell him that he was wrong, that she was not adapting, that she was simply enduring. But the words wouldn't come. Because somewhere, in a place she didn't want to acknowledge, she knew he was right.

She was adapting. She was learning to see herself through the lens of the system that had captured her. And part of her—a small, shameful part—was beginning to appreciate what that lens showed.

'Now,' Marlo said, returning his attention to the screen. 'Let's discuss your narrative positioning.'

The narrative was more detailed than she had expected.

Marlo walked her through the story he had constructed—the worker who reached too high, the thief who was caught, the woman who was being transformed through discipline and training into something valuable. He spoke of redemption arcs and transformation journeys, of the psychological appeal of watching resistance give way to acceptance.

'Buyers want to feel that they're completing a process,' he explained. 'That the asset they purchase is not just a body, but a story with a satisfying conclusion. Your narrative is particularly strong because it suggests that you chose this—or at least, that you're choosing to embrace it. That's more appealing than simple coercion.'

'I didn't choose anything,' Cassia said, her voice tight.

'Of course you didn't. But the story we tell isn't about what actually happened. It's about what the buyers want to believe happened.' Marlo's eyes were sharp, assessing. 'They want to believe that you're discovering something about yourself. That Dominion is revealing your true nature. That the woman who tried to steal her way to freedom was actually running toward her destiny all along.'

The words made her chest tight. Because there was a grain of truth in them—not in the destiny part, but in the discovery part. She was discovering something about herself. She was learning that she could perform, could present, could transform herself into an image that others found compelling.

She wasn't sure if that was a good thing or a terrible one.

'There's one more element we need to address,' Marlo said, his voice shifting to something more businesslike. 'Your yield demonstration.'

Cassia felt her stomach drop. 'Yield demonstration?'

'For the catalogue. Buyers want to see evidence of what they're purchasing. Dr Vane has confirmed that you're capable of producing—we need to document that for the entry.' He gestured to the assistant who had been hovering nearby. 'The equipment is ready when you are.'

The equipment. She knew what that meant. The same devices Dr Vane had used during her examination. The cups and tubes and collection vessels that would extract from her body the evidence of what she was becoming.

'Here?' Her voice came out strangled. 'Now? In front of everyone?'

Marlo's expression softened slightly. 'Not in front of everyone. The photographers will document the process for the catalogue, but they're professionals. They've seen this many times before.' He paused. 'I understand this is difficult. But it's necessary. The demonstration will significantly increase your market value.'

Market value. There it was again—the language of commerce applied to her body, her production, her worth.

She wanted to refuse. She wanted to say no, to demand privacy, to hold onto some fragment of the person she had been. But she knew, with a certainty that settled deep in her bones, that refusal would accomplish nothing except to make the process worse.

And somewhere, in that dark corner of her mind she was learning not to examine, she felt something else. A twisted curiosity. A desire to see how she would perform when it mattered.

'Fine,' she said, the word coming out harder than she intended. 'Let's get it over with.'

The demonstration was nothing like her examination with Dr Vane.

This time, she was positioned on a low platform, surrounded by lights and cameras. The equipment was the same—cups that attached to her breasts with gentle suction, tubes that led to collection vessels—but the context was entirely different. Before, she had been in a clinical room, examined by a doctor with scientific detachment. Now, she was being documented, transformed into an image that would be seen by strangers.

Marlo directed the process, his voice calm and instructional. 'Relax your shoulders. Let your head fall back slightly. The cameras need to see your face as well as the production.'

She felt the suction begin, the familiar pull that made her skin prickle and her breath catch. The sensation was becoming less strange with each exposure—her body was learning what to expect, responding more quickly, producing more readily. The collection tubes began to fill.

'Good,' Marlo murmured. 'Very good. You're a natural producer, just as Vane said.' He moved closer, studying the monitors that showed her from every angle. 'The expression is perfect—vulnerable but accepting. As if you're giving something precious.'

She was giving something. She was giving pieces of herself, one moment at a time. And the cameras were capturing every second.

The production was stronger than it had been before. She could see the fluid accumulating in the collection vessels—not yet milk, but something closer to it, richer and more opaque than the clear liquid she had produced during her examination. Her body was changing. The hormonal priming Dr Vane had mentioned was already beginning to work.

And her body was responding to the attention. She could feel the warmth spreading through her chest, the heaviness that had nothing to do with the equipment and everything to do with something happening inside her. Her nipples were hard inside the cups, her skin flushed, her breath coming faster than she could control.

'She's aroused,' one of the photographers observed, her voice clinical.

'Excellent,' Marlo replied. 'Capture that. Buyers want to see responsiveness. It suggests genuine engagement with the process.'

Genuine engagement. The phrase made her face heat. She was aroused—not because she wanted to be, but because her body was responding to stimulation it couldn't ignore. And now that response was being documented, recorded, transformed into data that would make her more valuable.

She closed her eyes, trying to dissociate, trying to go somewhere in her mind where this wasn't happening. But her body refused to cooperate. The sensation was too intense, too present, too impossible to escape.

And when the production peaked, when her body gave up the most fluid it had produced yet, she heard a sound that made her eyes snap open.

Applause.

The photographers and assistants were clapping—not sarcastically, not cruelly, but with genuine appreciation. As if she had performed well. As if she had accomplished something worth celebrating.

'Exceptional,' Marlo said, his voice warm with approval. 'You've exceeded expectations, Lot Twenty-Seven. This will go a long way toward establishing your value.'

She sat still, the equipment still attached, her body still humming with sensation. She felt drained—not just physically, but emotionally. She had been photographed, described, demonstrated. She had been transformed into a product, complete with a narrative and a price point.

And she had performed well.

The shame was still there, burning in her chest. But alongside it, something else had taken root. Something that felt uncomfortably like pride.

She had been told she was valuable. She had been told she was exceptional. And some small, broken part of her was beginning to believe it.

The session ended with final measurements and additional notes.

Marlo documented everything—production volume, response time, arousal indicators, behavioural observations. He took more photographs, this time focused on the collection vessels, the evidence of what her body had produced. He even had her hold one of the vessels, positioning her hands so that the light caught the liquid inside.

'Symbolic,' he explained. 'The product and the producer, united in one frame. Buyers find it compelling.'

When it was finally over, when the equipment had been removed and the photographers had packed up, Marlo led her to a mirror at the far end of the room.

'Look,' he said.

She looked. The woman in the mirror was barely recognisable. Her hair had been arranged during the photography session, falling around her face in soft waves. Her skin glowed from the lights and the exertion. Her eyes were bright, her lips slightly parted, her expression something between exhaustion and satisfaction.

And at her throat, the collar gleamed. The bell caught the light and threw it back.

'Lot Twenty-Seven,' Marlo said, his voice soft. 'Premium yield asset. Natural producer. Exceptional exhibition potential.' He met her eyes in the mirror. 'You're going to command a high price, Cassia Voss. Higher than you ever imagined.'

The words should have horrified her. They should have made her angry, or frightened, or desperate to escape. And they did—she felt all of those things, churning beneath the surface of her composure.

But she also felt something else. Something she would never admit to anyone.

She felt like she mattered.

She felt like she was worth something.

And in a world that had spent two years treating her as invisible, that feeling was more seductive than she wanted to acknowledge.


Chapter Five -  Vessel

The days that followed blurred into a rhythm she had not chosen.

Wake. Present for assessment. Eat the bland, nutritious meals. Train. Sleep. Wake again. The lighting in her quarters cycled through its approximation of day and night, but without windows, without clocks, without any anchor to the world beyond Dominion's walls, time became fluid. She measured it instead in sessions—in the hours spent standing before mirrors, walking practice corridors, learning the precise angle at which a premium asset should hold her chin.

Cain came every morning. He would arrive without announcement, his presence announced only by the soft chime of the door and the weight of his gaze as he assessed her posture, her presentation, her progress. He rarely touched her. He rarely needed to. The collar at her throat did most of his work for him, correcting the slump of her shoulders, the drop of her gaze, the subtle betrayals of a body that had not yet learned to perform.

'Better,' he would say, and the word carried more weight than praise from anyone else she had encountered at Dominion. 'Again.'

And she would do it again. Walk the length of the room. Turn with grace. Kneel, rise, kneel again. Hold positions that made her muscles burn until he told her to release. She performed these tasks not because she wanted to, not because she had surrendered, but because the alternative—resistance, punishment, reclassification as a lower-tier asset—was worse.

But on the fifth day of this routine, something changed.

Cain arrived as usual, but instead of leading her to the training room, he guided her through corridors she had not seen before—wider, more ornate, with doors that bore not numbers but names. Presentation Hall A. Observation Gallery B. Transparent Vessel Training. The last made her stomach tighten, though she didn't understand why.

'What is transparent vessel training?' she asked, unable to keep the question inside.

Cain glanced at her, his expression unreadable. 'You'll see. It's part of your presentation preparation. Premium assets are expected to demonstrate not just yield capability but... visibility.'

Visibility. The word had followed her since her collaring, since the public corridor, since the catalogue session with Marlo. Everything at Dominion seemed designed to make her visible—to transform her from a person who could hide into a product that could be seen.

They stopped before a door marked with a symbol she was beginning to recognise: the stylised bell intertwined with a ribbon. The mark of premium processing.

'Ready?' Cain asked, though it wasn't really a question.

She wasn't ready. She would never be ready. But she nodded anyway, because that was what was expected of her.

The door opened.

The room was larger than any training space she had been in before.

It was circular, with a domed ceiling that diffused soft light from hidden sources. The walls were lined with windows—real windows, she realised, looking through them to see not the outside world but another space beyond. A gallery. With seats arranged in tiers, facing inward, as if awaiting a performance.

And at the centre of the room, mounted on a raised platform, stood a structure that made her breath catch.

It was a vessel. Transparent, cylindrical, perhaps seven feet tall and four feet in diameter. The walls were made of something that looked like glass but was clearly stronger—reinforced polymer, she guessed, designed to hold without obscuring. Inside, she could see a framework of bars and platforms, adjustable, configurable. A space designed to contain a body while leaving nothing hidden.

'This,' Cain said, gesturing to the vessel, 'is where premium assets learn to be seen. Truly seen. Without walls, without privacy, without the pretence that any part of them remains hidden from view.'

Cassia stared at the structure. She had been photographed, measured, documented. She had been collared and walked through public corridors. She had been milked for a catalogue entry. But this was different. This was a cage made of light, a prison that offered no darkness, no corner to retreat into.

'Why?' The question came out hoarse. 'Why is this necessary?'

'Because buyers want to know what they're purchasing,' Cain said, his voice calm, instructional. 'They want to see not just the exterior but the interior. The responses. The physical processes that make an asset valuable.' He turned to face her. 'You'll be placed inside the vessel. You'll be stimulated, observed, recorded. Your production will be measured in real time, visible to anyone watching. And you will learn to perform under that gaze without flinching.'

The words landed like stones. She had known, on some level, that this was where her training was heading—toward visibility, toward performance, toward the transformation of her most private functions into public spectacle. But hearing it stated so plainly, standing before the vessel that would make it real, made her chest tight with something that was not quite fear and not quite shame but somewhere in between.

'What if I can't?' she asked. 'What if I freeze? What if I can't—perform?'

Cain studied her for a long moment. Then, unexpectedly, his expression softened.

'Then we try again,' he said. 'And again. Until you can.' He paused. 'But I don't think you'll freeze, Cassia. You've shown remarkable aptitude for adaptation. You may not believe that yet, but I do.'

She wanted to argue. She wanted to tell him that she was not adapting, that she was surviving, that there was a difference. But the words felt hollow even in her own mind. Because somewhere, in the days since her collaring, something had shifted. She had begun to perform. She had begun to present. She had begun, against her will, to become what they wanted her to be.

And the worst part was that some small, broken part of her was beginning to take pride in that.

The vessel was colder than she had expected.

She had been instructed to remove her shift—the grey garment had become so familiar that standing without it felt more exposing than it should have—and step inside through a door that sealed seamlessly behind her. The interior was climate-controlled, the air moving softly against her bare skin, and she found herself standing on a platform that could be raised or lowered by mechanisms she couldn't see.

'Arms above your head,' Cain's voice came through a speaker mounted somewhere above her. 'Grip the bar.'

She looked up and saw it—a padded bar mounted at the top of the vessel, positioned so that she would have to stretch to reach it. She raised her arms, felt her muscles extend, and closed her fingers around the bar. It was covered in something soft, designed to be held for extended periods without discomfort.

'Good. Now spread your legs. Feet on the markers.'

She looked down and saw them—two slightly raised platforms positioned about two feet apart. She stepped onto them, feeling her legs spread, her body opened. She was standing now in a position that left nothing hidden—her arms raised, her legs parted, her body displayed for anyone who cared to look.

And look they would. Through the transparent walls of the vessel, she could see the gallery beyond. It was empty now, but she understood that it would not remain so. This was a training exercise, yes, but it was also a preview. A demonstration of what she would become.

'Hold the position,' Cain said. 'We're going to begin with observation. Get used to being seen before we add stimulation.'

Observation. She was being observed now, she realised—not just by Cain, but by cameras mounted in the ceiling, by sensors she couldn't see, by a system that was learning every detail of her body's responses. She felt exposed in a way that went beyond nudity. She was being mapped. Quantified. Understood.

Time passed. She didn't know how much—there was no clock, no marker, nothing but the soft light and the weight of her own arms and the growing ache in her shoulders and thighs. She wanted to move, to shift, to relieve the pressure that was building in her muscles. But she didn't. Because she understood, with a certainty that settled deep in her bones, that any movement would be noted. Any weakness would be recorded.

And somewhere, in that dark corner of her mind she was learning not to examine, she didn't want to appear weak.

'Good,' Cain's voice came again. 'Your endurance is improving. We're going to add stimulation now.'

The stimulation began without warning.

She felt it first at her breasts—a gentle suction, similar to what she had experienced during her examination and the catalogue session. Cups had been mounted inside the vessel, positioned precisely where her nipples would be when she stood in the correct position. They engaged automatically, sealing around her with a soft pressure that made her gasp.

'Relax,' Cain said. 'Let your body respond. Don't fight it.'

She wasn't fighting. She was trying not to. But the sensation was intensifying, the suction becoming rhythmic, pulling at her in a way that made her skin prickle and her breath catch. She could feel her nipples hardening inside the cups, feel the warmth spreading through her chest, feel the strange heaviness that had become familiar over the past days.

And she could see it happening.

The walls of the vessel were transparent, but so were the cups. She could watch as her nipples were drawn into the devices, could see the tissue responding, could observe her own body performing in real time. There was nowhere to hide, no way to pretend it wasn't happening. She was being stimulated, and she was watching herself be stimulated, and there was nothing she could do to stop it.

'Production is beginning,' a new voice said—female, clinical, coming from a speaker she hadn't noticed before. Dr Vane, she realised. Observing remotely. 'Flow rate is above average for this stage of priming. Continue.'

The pressure increased. Cassia bit her lip, refusing to make a sound, refusing to give them more than her body was already surrendering. She could see fluid beginning to accumulate in the collection tubes—thin at first, but growing richer, more opaque. Her production was increasing. Her body was learning to give.

And through it all, she held the position. Arms raised. Legs spread. Body displayed. Performing.

'Excellent,' Cain said. 'Your compliance is noted, Lot Twenty-Seven. But we're not finished yet.'

The stimulation shifted.

She felt it between her legs—a new device, positioned at the level of her spread feet, rising to meet her. It was shaped like a saddle, curved and padded, with a protrusion that pressed against her most sensitive flesh. It began to vibrate, softly at first, then with increasing intensity.

Her body jerked involuntarily, her muscles straining against the position she had been holding. The vibration was not painful—it was something worse. It was pleasure. Unwanted, unavoidable pleasure, radiating from the point of contact and spreading through her core.

'Remain still,' Cain said. 'The device is calibrated to respond to your movements. Resist the urge to grind against it, and the intensity remains stable. Struggle, and it increases.'

She understood the trap immediately. If she fought, if she tried to escape the sensation, it would only grow stronger. The only way to maintain control was to surrender to it—to let the pleasure wash over her without resisting, without moving, without giving it more fuel.

But surrendering felt like losing. Surrendering felt like admitting that her body was not her own.

The vibration intensified. She must have moved—she hadn't realised she had, but the device had detected something. The pleasure spiked, sending a jolt through her that made her gasp despite her determination to remain silent.

'Your body is responding,' Dr Vane's voice observed. 'Arousal markers are elevated. Lubrication is significant. This is good—production is linked to arousal in natural producers. The more she feels, the more she gives.'

The more she feels, the more she gives. The words echoed in her mind, settling into a pattern that felt like truth. Her body was designed to respond. Her value was tied to that response. And every moment she spent in this vessel was teaching her that surrender was not weakness—it was function.

She felt the pressure building in her breasts, felt the fluid flowing more freely now, felt the vibration between her legs driving her toward something she didn't want to name. She was being stimulated from multiple directions, her body pushed and pulled and shaped into a vessel of production. And she was watching it happen, seeing herself transformed in real time, unable to look away.

'Approaching peak,' Dr Vane said. 'Prepare to document.'

Peak. She was approaching peak. Her body was climbing toward something, building toward a release that would be observed, recorded, measured. She wanted to stop it. She wanted to hold herself back, to deny them this final surrender.

But her body refused.

The orgasm hit her without warning—a wave of sensation that crashed through her, making her muscles clench and her breath catch and her vision blur. She felt her nipples release a surge of fluid into the collection cups, felt her body giving everything it had, felt the pleasure and the shame and the strange, twisted pride all mingling together in a single, overwhelming moment.

And through the transparent walls of the vessel, she saw herself fall apart.

The aftermath was quiet.

The devices had been withdrawn, the collection vessels removed, the platform lowered until she could stand on solid ground. Her arms ached from holding the position, her legs trembled from the exertion, and her body felt hollowed out from what it had given.

But she was still standing.

Cain entered the vessel through the seamless door, his expression assessing. He looked at her—not with desire, not with pity, but with the clinical evaluation she had come to expect from everyone at Dominion.

'You performed well,' he said. 'Your production exceeded projections. Your arousal response was strong. Your endurance is improving.' He paused, studying her face. 'How do you feel?'

The question caught her off guard. No one at Dominion had asked her how she felt since her processing began. They had told her what to feel, how to feel, when to feel it. But they had never asked.

'I don't know,' she admitted, the words coming out hoarse. 'I feel... used. Exposed. Like I gave something I can't get back.'

Cain nodded slowly. 'That's accurate. You did give something. That's the nature of this process.' He stepped closer, his voice dropping. 'But you also proved something, Cassia. You proved that you can perform under pressure. That you can be seen without breaking. That you have value as an asset.'

Value. The word had followed her through every session, every examination, every moment of her training. She was valuable. She was premium. She was worth the investment Dominion was making in her.

And some part of her—a part she was learning not to fight—was beginning to believe it.

'What happens now?' she asked.

'Now you rest,' Cain said. 'Tomorrow, we continue. The vessel training will repeat daily until your responses become automatic. Until your body learns to perform without hesitation.' He gestured toward the door. 'A guard will escort you back to your quarters. Eat. Sleep. Prepare yourself for the next session.'

She walked toward the door, her legs still unsteady, her mind still reeling from what she had experienced. But as she stepped out of the vessel, she caught sight of herself in the reflective surface of the wall.

The woman who looked back at her was not the same woman who had entered Dominion as a maintenance worker. Her body was changing—her breasts fuller, her hips softer, her skin glowing with health she had never possessed as an overworked labourer. Her posture was different too—straighter, more confident, as if the collar at her throat had become a part of her rather than a constraint.

And her eyes. There was something in her eyes that hadn't been there before. Not acceptance, exactly. Not surrender. But something adjacent to both.

She looked like someone who was learning to be seen.

And she wasn't sure if that was the most terrifying thing she had ever witnessed, or the most liberating.

The dream came again that night.

She was standing in the vessel, the transparent walls surrounding her, the gallery beyond filled with faces she couldn't see. The devices were attached, stimulating her, drawing from her, and she was giving everything she had. But this time, when she reached her peak, when her body surrendered to the pleasure, she heard something that made her freeze.

Applause.

The gallery was clapping. Cheering. Celebrating her performance as if she had accomplished something worth celebrating.

And in the dream, she felt something she had never allowed herself to feel in waking life.

Pride.

She woke with a gasp, her body still humming with the phantom sensation of the devices, her mind still reeling from the dream. The room was dark, the lighting set to its night cycle, and she was alone with nothing but the soft sound of her own breathing.

But the feeling didn't fade.

She had performed. She had been seen. She had given something precious, and she had been told it was valuable.

And somewhere, in the darkest corner of her mind, she wanted to do it again.

Not because she enjoyed it. Not because she had surrendered to her fate. But because for the first time in her life, she was being told that she mattered. That her body had worth. That she was something worth watching.

It was sick. It was wrong. It was everything she should have been fighting against.

But it was also, she was beginning to understand, the truth of what she was becoming.

She was Lot Twenty-Seven. Premium yield asset. Natural producer. And she was learning, day by day, session by session, to carry that identity with something that felt disturbingly like pride.

She closed her eyes and let sleep claim her again, the dream still lingering at the edges of her mind.

Tomorrow, she would return to the vessel.

Tomorrow, she would perform again.

And tomorrow, she would do it better.


Chapter Six -  Rehearsal

The summons came three days later.

Three days of vessel training, each session longer than the last. Three days of standing in the transparent cage while devices stimulated her body and cameras recorded every response. Three days of watching herself in the reflective surfaces, learning to recognise the woman she was becoming—fuller in the chest, softer in the hips, her body reshaping itself around the production that was now central to her existence.

She had stopped counting the hours. There was no point. Time at Dominion moved according to its own logic, measured in sessions and evaluations rather than minutes and hours. She had learned to surrender to that rhythm, to let the days blur together into a single continuous process of becoming.

But this summons was different.

The voice that emerged from the speaker was not the usual female tone giving instructions. It was Marlo Bett, his theatrical cadence unmistakable even through the collar's limited audio.

'Lot Twenty-Seven. Report to Presentation Hall A. You have a rehearsal.'

Rehearsal. The word sent a chill through her that had nothing to do with the climate-controlled air. She had been photographed, measured, displayed in the vessel. She had been documented for the catalogue. But she had not yet stood before an audience—not a real audience, not the kind that would gather to watch her perform.

Until now.

Presentation Hall A was on the uppermost level of Dominion's main complex.

The guard who escorted her did not speak, but his silence felt different from the usual professional reserve. There was something almost like anticipation in the way he walked, a tension that suggested he knew what was coming and found it significant.

They travelled through corridors that grew progressively more elaborate—polished floors giving way to carpet, industrial lighting replaced by warm lamps and sconces, the walls decorated with the same abstract art she had seen in the cataloguing suite. But here, the art was interspersed with other things. Photographs of women in collars, posed elegantly, their expressions serene. Display cases containing bells like the one at her throat, each slightly different, each marked with dates and names she didn't recognise.

A history. Dominion was displaying its history.

'Through here,' the guard said, stopping before a set of double doors that rose at least ten feet high. They were made of dark wood, carved with patterns that suggested abundance—sheaves of wheat, flowing water, the stylised forms of women's bodies intertwined with the bell-and-ribbon symbol.

He pushed the doors open.

The hall beyond was smaller than she had expected, but no less impressive for its size. It was arranged like a theatre in miniature—a raised stage at one end, flanked by curtains in deep crimson, with seating arranged in curved rows facing it. The seats were occupied.

Perhaps thirty people sat in the hall, their attention turning toward her as she entered. She recognised some of them—handlers in their dark uniforms, technicians in white coats, administrative staff she had seen in the corridors. But there were others she didn't recognise, their clothing marking them as something other than Dominion employees. Visitors, perhaps. Or buyers.

And at the centre of the stage, standing before a podium draped in black velvet, was Marlo Bett.

He wore a different jacket today—midnight blue, tailored to emphasise his narrow frame—and his silver-streaked hair caught the light from the spotlights above. He smiled as she entered, the expression warm but assessing, and gestured toward a spot at the centre of the stage.

'Lot Twenty-Seven,' he said, his voice carrying easily through the space. 'Welcome to your mock auction. Please, take your position.'

The stage was simpler than she had expected.

A raised platform, perhaps six inches high, covered in the same dark carpet as the floor. A single post at its centre—not the collaring post she remembered from her induction, but something more slender, designed for display rather than restraint. And at the base of the post, a small pedestal with a button that glowed soft amber.

'When you're ready,' Marlo said, his voice dropping to something more intimate, 'step onto the platform and place your hand on the pedestal. The system will confirm your identity and begin the presentation sequence.'

Cassia walked toward the stage, feeling the weight of thirty pairs of eyes on her skin. She was wearing the deep blue shift from the catalogue session—the one that clung to her body and suggested mystery—and she was acutely aware of how it moved with her, how it caught the light, how it drew attention to the curves that had grown more pronounced with her training.

She stepped onto the platform.

The carpet muffled her footsteps, but she could feel the slight give of the padding beneath her bare feet. She approached the pedestal and placed her hand on its surface. The amber light shifted to green, and a soft chime sounded.

'Identity confirmed,' a voice said—not Marlo's, but the pleasant female tone that came through the collar. 'Lot Twenty-Seven. Premium yield asset. Natural producer. Classification: auction-ready.'

Auction-ready. The phrase settled into her chest like a stone. She was ready. After weeks of training, of examinations, of being shaped and measured and displayed, she was ready to be sold.

Marlo stepped forward, positioning himself beside the podium but angled so that he could see both her and the audience. His expression was professional, but there was something in his eyes that she couldn't quite read—anticipation, perhaps, or satisfaction.

'Ladies and gentlemen,' he began, his voice shifting into the theatrical cadence she recognised from the cataloguing session, 'thank you for attending this preview demonstration. Today, we have the privilege of observing Lot Twenty-Seven in a simulated auction environment. This rehearsal serves multiple purposes: it allows the asset to acclimate to the performance demands of a live auction, it provides us with valuable data on her presentation capabilities, and it offers our guests a glimpse of the quality that Dominion consistently delivers.'

He paused, letting the words settle, then turned to face her.

'Lot Twenty-Seven. Please present yourself for inspection.'

Present yourself.

The instruction was vague, but she understood what it meant. She had been trained for this—hours of posture work, of learning how to stand and move and hold herself in ways that showed her body to its best advantage. She had practiced in front of mirrors, in the vessel, in the training corridors. She knew what was expected.

She just hadn't expected to do it in front of an audience.

She moved to the post at the centre of the platform, positioning herself so that she faced the seating area. Then, slowly, deliberately, she began.

Hands at her sides. Chin lifted. Shoulders back. The posture that Cain had drilled into her, corrected by the collar until it became automatic. She could feel the audience watching—could feel their eyes moving over her body, assessing, evaluating. The sensation was not unfamiliar. She had been watched before, in the vessel, in the corridors, in every examination she had undergone since her capture.

But this was different. This was intentional. This was performance.

'Excellent posture,' Marlo commented, his voice carrying through the hall. 'Note the line of the spine, the angle of the chin. This asset has been trained to present with dignity and grace. But let us see more.'

He made a gesture she didn't quite catch, and the lights above the stage shifted—warmer, softer, designed to flatter. At the same time, she felt a subtle vibration at her throat. The collar was activating.

'Remove your garment,' Marlo said. 'Slowly. Let the audience appreciate the reveal.'

Her hands moved to the hem of the shift before she could think better of it. This was not the first time she had undressed in front of others—she had been naked in examinations, in the vessel, in front of cameras and handlers and doctors. But this was different. This was not clinical. This was theatre.

She pulled the fabric upward, feeling it slide against her skin, revealing first her thighs, then her hips, then the swell of her breasts. She lifted it over her head and let it fall to the floor beside the platform, standing now in nothing but the collar at her throat.

The audience was silent. She could feel their attention like a physical weight, pressing against her exposed skin. She wanted to cover herself, to cross her arms, to hide from the gaze that was consuming her. But the collar wouldn't let her. The subtle pressure at her throat encouraged her chin up, her shoulders back, her body displayed.

And somewhere, beneath the shame and the fear, something else stirred.

She was being looked at. Not ignored, not dismissed, not treated as invisible. She was being seen. And the people watching her were silent because they were appreciating what they saw.

'Beautiful,' Marlo murmured, and the word carried through the hall. 'Note the tissue development in the breasts—natural, not enhanced. The hormonal priming has been particularly effective with this asset. Dr Vane's work, I believe?'

A murmur of approval from the audience. Cassia felt her face heat, but she didn't look away. She held her position, letting them look, letting them evaluate.

And she felt, against her will, a spark of something that might have been pride.

The inspection continued.

Marlo guided her through a series of positions—turning to show her profile, raising her arms to display the line of her torso, bending forward to demonstrate the flexibility of her spine. Each movement was accompanied by commentary, his voice weaving a narrative around her body, transforming her from a person into a product.

'Note the symmetry,' he said as she turned. 'The proportions are exceptional for a natural producer. Many assets require surgical enhancement to achieve this level of development, but Lot Twenty-Seven has responded to priming alone.'

'And here,' he continued as she raised her arms, 'observe the responsiveness of the nipple tissue. Even without direct stimulation, you can see the arousal response. This asset is naturally exhibitionist—her body responds to being seen.'

Exhibitionist. The word made her stomach tighten. She was not an exhibitionist. She was a person who had been forced to display herself, who had no choice but to perform. But even as she thought it, she knew it wasn't entirely true. Her body was responding. She could feel the warmth in her breasts, the heaviness between her legs, the arousal that built with every moment she stood exposed before the audience.

'Now,' Marlo said, his voice shifting to something more businesslike, 'let us observe her yield response.'

The demonstration equipment was brought onto the stage by two assistants—women in collars like hers, their movements efficient and practiced. They carried a portable milking unit, smaller than the one she had used in the vessel, designed for display rather than efficiency.

'Lot Twenty-Seven, please kneel on the platform,' Marlo instructed. 'Hands on your thighs, palms up. The presentation position.'

She knelt. The carpet was soft beneath her knees, and she found the position surprisingly comfortable—her body had learned to hold it during training, muscles adapting to the demands of display. She placed her hands on her thighs, palms up, and waited.

The assistants approached with the equipment. She felt the cups attach to her breasts—the now-familiar sensation of suction sealing around her nipples, the gentle pressure that signalled the beginning of stimulation. The tubes ran to a collection vessel positioned beside the platform, visible to the audience.

'We will now observe the asset's production response,' Marlo announced. 'This demonstration serves multiple purposes. It confirms the yield capability documented in the catalogue. It provides data on response time and flow rate under performance conditions. And it allows potential buyers to witness the asset's responsiveness firsthand.'

The suction began.

Cassia closed her eyes for a moment, then forced them open. She was supposed to be watching, supposed to be present, supposed to perform. She could not retreat into her mind. She had to feel this, had to experience it, had to let the audience see her experience it.

The sensation built slowly. The rhythmic pull at her nipples, the warmth spreading through her chest, the heaviness that signalled the beginning of production. She could feel her body responding—could feel the fluid beginning to flow, could see it moving through the transparent tubes into the collection vessel.

'Excellent response time,' Marlo commented. 'Note the flow rate—above average for this stage of priming. The asset is what we call a natural producer. Her body requires minimal stimulation to achieve significant output.'

The audience leaned forward, watching. She could feel their attention like heat against her skin, could feel their eyes following the tubes from her body to the collection vessel. She was producing for them. She was giving them something they wanted.

And her body was responding to that knowledge.

The arousal was unmistakable now—a warmth between her legs, a tightness in her core, a building pressure that had nothing to do with the stimulation at her breasts and everything to do with being watched. She was being seen. She was being valued. And some part of her was responding to that with something that felt dangerously like pleasure.

'She's becoming aroused,' one of the audience members observed—a woman in a dark dress, her expression clinical. 'Is that typical?'

'For natural producers, yes,' Marlo replied. 'The response is linked. Production and arousal feed each other in a cycle that can be... quite powerful.' He turned to Cassia. 'Lot Twenty-Seven, how do you feel right now?'

The question caught her off guard. She had not expected to be asked to speak—to articulate what she was experiencing in front of these strangers.

'I feel...' She paused, searching for words. 'Exposed. Warm. I can feel them watching me, and it's...'

'It's what?' Marlo pressed gently.

She didn't want to say it. She didn't want to admit it, even to herself. But the words came anyway, pulled out of her by the situation, by the collar, by the strange compulsion to perform that had been growing inside her.

'It's making me respond,' she said, her voice barely above a whisper. 'Being seen. It's making me... wet.'

A murmur ran through the audience. Not disapproval—interest. They were interested in her response. They found it valuable.

And some dark, hidden part of her found that thrilling.

The demonstration continued for another fifteen minutes.

Marlo had her change positions—standing, kneeling, bending—while the equipment continued its work. Each position was designed to show her body from different angles, to let the audience see every aspect of her production. The collection vessel filled slowly, the fluid richer and more opaque than it had been during her earlier sessions.

And throughout it all, she performed.

She held her positions without wavering. She answered questions when asked—about her sensations, her arousal, her experience of being displayed. She let them see her body responding, let them watch as she became more aroused, more productive, more visibly affected by their attention.

By the time the demonstration ended, she was trembling—not from exhaustion, but from the intensity of what she had experienced. Her body had been pushed to produce, to perform, to give. And it had given everything it had.

'Excellent,' Marlo said as the assistants removed the equipment. 'Truly excellent. Lot Twenty-Seven has demonstrated exceptional presentation capability and responsiveness. She will make a valuable addition to our upcoming auction.'

He turned to the audience, his voice shifting into something more businesslike.

'Thank you for attending this preview demonstration. As you can see, Lot Twenty-Seven represents the quality that Dominion consistently delivers. Natural production capability, exceptional responsiveness, strong exhibition potential. She will be featured in our premium auction next month, and I encourage interested parties to submit their qualification documentation in advance.'

The audience began to rise, murmuring among themselves, some casting final glances at her before moving toward the exits. Cassia remained where she was, kneeling on the platform, her body still humming with sensation.

She had done it. She had performed in front of an audience. She had let them watch her produce, had let them see her arousal, had let them witness the most intimate functions of her body.

And she had survived.

More than survived. She had performed well. She had been told she was excellent.

The word echoed in her mind, settling into a place she was learning not to examine. Excellent. She was excellent. She was valuable. She was worth watching.

The hall emptied slowly.

Audience members stopped to speak with Marlo, their voices low, their gestures suggesting negotiation. Cassia remained on the platform, unsure whether she was supposed to move or stay. The collar offered no instruction, the pressure at her throat merely a reminder to maintain her posture.

Finally, when the last of the audience had departed, Marlo returned to the stage. He stood over her, his expression thoughtful.

'You performed well,' he said, echoing the words she had already heard. 'But I suspect you know that.'

'I...' She hesitated. 'I didn't expect it to feel like that.'

'Like what?'

She searched for words. 'Like I was... giving them something. Like they wanted what I was giving. Like it mattered.'

Marlo smiled, and there was something almost like understanding in his expression. 'That's because it did matter. To them, and to you.' He crouched down, bringing himself to her eye level. 'You're learning something important, Lot Twenty-Seven. Value is not just about what you have. It's about what you're willing to give. And you gave today. Fully, visibly, beautifully.'

The words settled into her chest, warm and uncomfortable. She wanted to reject them, to insist that she had not given willingly, that she had been forced, that none of this was her choice. But the words felt hollow even in her own mind.

She had performed. She had engaged. She had let herself feel the arousal, the pride, the strange satisfaction of being seen and found valuable.

And she couldn't pretend otherwise.

'What happens now?' she asked.

'Now you rest,' Marlo said, rising to his feet. 'Tomorrow, we continue your preparation. The auction is approaching, and I want you at your best.' He paused, studying her face. 'You're going to do well, Cassia Voss. Better than you can imagine. Trust me.'

Trust him. The idea should have been absurd. He was the man who had turned her into a product, who had written the narrative that would sell her to the highest bidder. He was the architect of her humiliation and her transformation.

But as she knelt on the platform, her body still warm from performance, she found that she did trust him. Not because he deserved it, but because he had shown her something about herself that she had never known.

She was capable of being seen. She was capable of performing. She was capable of finding value in her own visibility.

And that knowledge was more powerful than she wanted to admit.

The guard escorted her back to her quarters in silence.

The corridors felt different now—less like passages to be navigated and more like spaces she was learning to occupy. She walked with her chin up, her shoulders back, her body carrying the posture that had been trained into her. Other people passed them—staff, handlers, a few assets in collars like hers—and she felt their eyes on her, felt the weight of their attention.

She didn't flinch. She didn't look away. She let them look.

And she felt, somewhere deep in her chest, a flicker of something that might have been pride.

Her quarters were the same as they had always been—small, sparse, functional. But as she entered, she noticed something different. On the small table beside her bed sat a package, wrapped in dark paper, tied with a ribbon the same deep blue as the shift she had worn during the catalogue session.

She approached it slowly, uncertain what to expect. The paper was smooth under her fingers, the ribbon silky. She untied it carefully and unfolded the wrapping.

Inside was a garment. Not a shift—something more elaborate. A robe, made of the same deep blue fabric, but cut differently. It had sleeves that would fall to her elbows, a neckline that would frame her collar, a length that would brush her thighs. It was beautiful. Elegant. The kind of thing a premium asset might wear.

And beneath it, a note.

She picked it up, recognising the handwriting from the catalogue entry she had watched Marlo compose.

Lot Twenty-Seven—

You performed beautifully today. This is a gift, not a requirement. Wear it if you wish, or don't. The choice is yours.

—M.B.

The choice is yours.

The words made her chest tight. She had been given so few choices since her capture—her body, her schedule, her presentation, all determined by others. But this, this small thing, was hers to decide.

She held the robe up, letting the fabric catch the light. It was lovely. It made her feel, for a moment, like a person rather than a product.

She put it on.

The fabric settled against her skin, cool and smooth, and she caught sight of herself in the mirror above the sink. The woman who looked back at her was not the maintenance worker who had been caught stealing. She was not the frightened girl who had knelt for her collaring. She was something else entirely.

She was Lot Twenty-Seven. Premium yield asset. Natural producer. And she was learning, day by day, to carry that identity with something that felt less like shame and more like acceptance.

She didn't know if that was a good thing.

But she knew it was real.


Chapter Seven -  Pressure

The pressure cycle began without warning.

She had been sleeping—or trying to. The lighting in her quarters had shifted to its night cycle, the amber glow dimming to something softer, more conducive to rest. She had lain on her bed, the deep blue robe Marlo had given her spread across her like a blanket, her mind still turning over the events of the mock auction.

The applause. The eyes on her body. The way her production had flowed more freely with an audience watching.

The pride she had felt, shameful and undeniable.

She had been replaying it all, examining each moment like a wound she couldn't stop touching, when the collar at her throat hummed with a frequency she had not felt before. Not the usual corrective pressure, not the warmth of approval. Something else. Something that made her entire body tense.

'Lot Twenty-Seven.' Dr Vane's voice, cool and clinical, emerged from the collar. 'Report to Laboratory Seven immediately. Do not change clothing. Do not delay.'

The tone left no room for questions. Cassia rose from the bed, the robe falling away, and moved toward the door. It opened before she reached it, a guard waiting in the corridor with an expression that suggested this was not unusual, whatever "this" was.

She followed him through the night-quiet passages of Dominion, her bare feet silent on the cool floors. The corridors were different at this hour—emptier, the lighting reduced to a low amber that cast shadows in corners she had never noticed before. The few staff they passed moved with purpose, their eyes sliding over her without curiosity.

Just another asset being moved. Nothing remarkable.

But something about the timing, the unexpected summons, made her skin prickle with unease.

Laboratory Seven was in a section of Dominion she had never visited.

The guard led her past the familiar territories—the examination rooms, the training corridors, the vessel chamber—and into a wing that felt older, more clinical. The floors here were bare polymer, the walls painted a sterile white that seemed to absorb light rather than reflect it. The doors they passed were marked with numbers and symbols she didn't recognise, and the air carried a faint chemical scent that made her nose twitch.

They stopped before a door marked simply L-7. The guard gestured for her to enter.

The laboratory beyond was smaller than she had expected, dominated by a single piece of equipment that made her stomach clench. It looked like a modified examination chair—padded, adjustable, with attachment points for restraints at the arms, legs, and headrest. But it was the additional features that drew her attention: a series of tubes and collection vessels positioned at chest level, a control panel bristling with switches and readouts, and above it all, a screen displaying data streams she couldn't interpret.

Dr Vane stood beside the chair, her white coat pristine, her dark hair pulled back in its usual severe knot. She was reviewing something on a tablet, her expression one of focused concentration. When Cassia entered, she looked up, her gaze sharp and assessing.

'Good. You responded quickly.' Dr Vane gestured toward the chair. 'Please sit. We have a great deal to accomplish tonight.'

'What is this?' Cassia asked, her voice coming out steadier than she felt. 'Why am I here at this hour?'

Dr Vane's expression remained neutral. 'You're here because your training has entered a new phase. The mock auction demonstrated strong presentation capability and excellent production response. But presentation is only part of what makes an asset valuable.' She set down her tablet and moved toward the control panel. 'Control is equally important. Specifically, the ability to maintain production under extended pressure without premature release.'

The words made Cassia's throat tighten. 'Extended pressure?'

'Please sit,' Dr Vane repeated, and this time there was a subtle edge to her voice. 'I'll explain everything once you're positioned. The protocol is time-sensitive.'

Cassia approached the chair slowly. Up close, she could see details she had missed from the doorway—the soft padding that would conform to her body, the adjustable supports designed to hold her in precise positions, the collection equipment positioned to capture every drop of fluid she produced. It was a machine designed for one purpose: to extract from her body everything it could give, under conditions she did not control.

She sat.

The chair was more comfortable than she had expected, the padding yielding to her weight, the supports adjusting automatically to her dimensions. She felt the restraints close around her wrists and ankles—not tight enough to hurt, but firm enough to prevent movement. Another strap settled across her waist, holding her torso in place.

'Why the restraints?' she asked, hating how small her voice sounded.

'Because the protocol involves stimulation at levels that most subjects find difficult to tolerate voluntarily,' Dr Vane said, her tone clinical. 'The restraints ensure consistency. They prevent the involuntary movements that would compromise data collection.'

Data collection. She was data now. A set of responses to be measured and recorded.

'What kind of stimulation?'

Dr Vane met her eyes, and there was something in her gaze that might have been satisfaction. 'The kind that pushes your production capacity to its limit. The kind that teaches your body that release is not something you control.' She moved to the control panel, her fingers hovering over the switches. 'The kind that will significantly increase your value at auction.'

The first stage was familiar.

Cassia felt the suction cups attach to her breasts—the same sensation she had experienced in examinations, in the vessel, in the mock auction. The pressure began gently, rhythmically, drawing at her nipples with a steady pulse that made her breath catch.

'Baseline stimulation,' Dr Vane said, her voice carrying across the laboratory. 'We're establishing your current production rate before adding pressure variables. Relax and let your body respond.'

Relax. The instruction felt absurd given the circumstances—restrained in a chair at an unknown hour, her body about to be pushed to its limits. But she tried. She let her muscles loosen, let her head fall back against the padded support, let the sensation wash over her without fighting it.

The production began as it always did—a warmth spreading through her chest, a heaviness in her breasts, the flow of fluid through the tubes and into the collection vessels. She could hear it, the soft sound of liquid accumulating, and she could see it on the screen above her—graphs and numbers tracking her output in real time.

'Good,' Dr Vane murmured. 'Production rate is consistent with previous sessions. Tissue response is strong.' She made a note on her tablet. 'We'll now begin the pressure cycle.'

The stimulation increased.

Not dramatically—not enough to cause pain—but noticeably. The suction deepened, the rhythm shifted, and Cassia felt her body respond with a surge of production that made her gasp. The warmth in her chest became heat, spreading through her torso, settling between her legs in a way that was becoming uncomfortably familiar.

'The cycle works in stages,' Dr Vane explained, her voice calm and instructional. 'Each stage increases stimulation and production pressure. Your body will be pushed to give more than it has given before. The challenge is to maintain that production without releasing prematurely.'

'Releasing?' Cassia's voice came out breathless. 'What do you mean, releasing?'

'Orgasm,' Dr Vane said, the word clinical and precise. 'The pressure cycle is designed to build arousal alongside production. Your body will want to climax—it will beg for it. But you will not be permitted to do so until the cycle is complete. Control over your release is a key indicator of premium asset status.'

The words landed like stones. She was to be aroused, stimulated, pushed to the edge of climax—and then denied. Over and over, until Dr Vane decided she had earned release.

'What if I can't hold back?' she asked, hating the tremor in her voice.

Dr Vane's expression remained neutral. 'Then the cycle restarts from the beginning. And each restart extends the duration of the session.' She paused, letting the implication settle. 'I recommend focusing on your control, Lot Twenty-Seven. The alternative is... significantly more taxing.'

The cycle built slowly.

Each stage brought increased stimulation—not just at her breasts but elsewhere. She felt additional devices engage: a pressure point at her lower abdomen, a vibration at her inner thighs, a gentle but insistent stimulation at the junction of her legs that made her hips jerk involuntarily against the restraints.

'Don't fight it,' Dr Vane said, her voice carrying across the laboratory. 'Let your body respond. But do not release.'

Let her body respond. The instruction was impossible to disobey. Her body was responding—heat pooling in her core, tension building in her muscles, a desperate need coiling tighter with each passing minute. She could feel the orgasm building, could feel it approaching like a wave gathering itself to break.

And she had to hold it back.

The effort was exhausting. She gritted her teeth, squeezed her eyes shut, focused every ounce of willpower on containing the pressure that was building inside her. Her body strained against the restraints, her muscles trembling with the effort of holding still while sensation crashed through her.

'Production is excellent,' Dr Vane observed, her voice clinical. 'You're giving more than in any previous session. The pressure is working.'

Of course it was working. Her body was being pushed to produce, to give, to surrender everything it had. And the arousal was amplifying that production, the two responses feeding each other in a cycle that was spiralling beyond her control.

But she couldn't release. She had to hold it. Had to maintain control.

Had to.

'Approaching peak arousal,' Dr Vane said. 'Hold, Lot Twenty-Seven. Do not release.'

The command was almost unbearable. Her body was screaming for release, every nerve ending demanding satisfaction. She could feel the orgasm right there, right at the edge, waiting for permission she didn't have.

And she held it. Somehow, impossibly, she held it.

'Good,' Dr Vane said, and the word carried a weight of approval that made something inside Cassia's chest tighten. 'Now we begin the descent.'

The descent was worse than the climb.

Dr Vane reduced the stimulation gradually, tapering the suction and vibration in stages that left Cassia gasping. Her body, poised on the edge of release, was denied even that relief. The arousal didn't disappear—it merely receded, settling into a low hum that left her desperate and unsatisfied.

'Descent phase,' Dr Vane explained, her voice clinical. 'The cycle is designed to build and release pressure in waves. Each wave pushes your capacity higher. Each descent teaches your body that release is not something you control.'

'Please.' The word escaped before Cassia could stop it. 'Please, I need—I can't—'

'You can,' Dr Vane said calmly. 'And you will. The cycle will repeat three more times before we permit release. I suggest conserving your energy.'

Three more times.

The words echoed in her mind as the stimulation began to build again. Three more cycles of being pushed to the edge and denied. Three more waves of pressure that would leave her desperate and trembling and completely out of control.

But that was the point, wasn't it? The control wasn't hers. It had never been hers. From the moment she was caught, she had been subject to the whims of Dominion—to Cain's training, to Marlo's narratives, to Dr Vane's protocols. Her body was not her own. It was a resource to be managed, a capacity to be developed, a value to be maximised.

And right now, that value was being increased through pressure she was not permitted to escape.

The second cycle was harder.

Her body had already been pushed to the edge once, had already been denied the release it craved. The stimulation built more quickly this time, her nerves sensitised, her responses amplified. She could feel the orgasm approaching like a freight train, unstoppable, overwhelming.

'Hold,' Dr Vane commanded, and somehow she held.

The third cycle was harder still.

She was sweating now, her body straining against the restraints, her breath coming in gasps that she couldn't control. The production was stronger than it had ever been—the collection vessels filling rapidly, the flow rate exceeding anything she had previously achieved. But she couldn't focus on that. She could only focus on the desperate, overwhelming need to come.

'Please.' The word came out broken. 'Please, I can't—I can't hold it—'

'You can,' Dr Vane said, her voice unwavering. 'And you will. Focus, Lot Twenty-Seven. Control is what separates premium assets from ordinary ones. Prove your value.'

Prove her value.

The words cut through the haze of sensation, settling into a place inside her that she hadn't known existed. She was being tested. She was being evaluated. And if she could hold, if she could maintain control despite the overwhelming pressure, she would prove herself worthy of the premium designation.

She didn't want to care about that. She didn't want to care about proving herself to the people who had taken everything from her.

But she did.

She held.

The fourth cycle pushed her to the breaking point.

The stimulation had reached levels she hadn't known were possible—intense, overwhelming, consuming every thought and sensation until there was nothing left but the need to release. Her body was trembling continuously now, her muscles beyond her control, her mind reduced to a single desperate plea.

Please. Please. Please.

'Final stage,' Dr Vane said, her voice calm above the chaos of sensation. 'When I give the word, you may release. But not before. Not one second before. Do you understand?'

'Yes.' The word came out as a sob. 'Yes, I understand. Please—please let me—'

'Hold,' Dr Vane said. 'Hold... hold...'

The wait was interminable. Seconds stretched into hours, each moment an eternity of pressure and need and desperate, overwhelming wanting. She was going to die if she didn't release. She was going to shatter. She was going to break into a thousand pieces.

'Now,' Dr Vane said. 'Release.'

The orgasm crashed through her like a wave breaking against rocks.

She felt it in every part of her body—her back arching against the restraints, her muscles clenching and releasing, her vision going white as sensation overwhelmed everything else. The production surged, fluid flowing from her in a rush that exceeded anything she had experienced before. She heard herself crying out, a sound she couldn't control, couldn't contain, couldn't stop.

And through it all, Dr Vane watched, her expression clinical, her tablet recording every response.

The aftermath was quiet.

The devices had been withdrawn, the restraints released, the collection vessels removed. Cassia sat in the chair, her body still trembling, her mind still reeling from what she had experienced. She felt hollowed out—drained of everything she had to give, reduced to a shell that contained nothing but exhaustion and the faint echoes of sensation.

'Excellent,' Dr Vane said, making a final note on her tablet. 'Your production exceeded projections by forty percent. Your control during the pressure cycles was exceptional—far above average for assets at your stage of training.' She looked up, meeting Cassia's eyes. 'You've proven yourself tonight, Lot Twenty-Seven. Not just as a producer, but as a premium asset capable of maintaining control under extreme conditions.'

The words should have meant nothing. They were clinical, detached, delivered by a woman who saw her as data rather than a person. But they settled into Cassia's chest anyway, warm and heavy.

She had proven herself. She had maintained control. She had survived the pressure cycle and emerged with her value increased.

'What happens now?' she asked, her voice hoarse.

'Now you rest,' Dr Vane said. 'A guard will escort you to your quarters. Tomorrow, we'll review the data from tonight's session and adjust your training protocol accordingly.' She paused, studying Cassia's face. 'You performed well. You should feel proud of that.'

Proud. The word felt strange in her mouth, strange in her mind. How could she feel proud of something that had been done to her? How could she feel proud of surviving a process designed to break her down and rebuild her as property?

But as she rose from the chair on unsteady legs, as she followed the guard through the quiet corridors, as she returned to her quarters and collapsed onto her bed, she couldn't deny the feeling that had taken root somewhere deep inside her.

She had proven herself. She had maintained control. She had exceeded expectations.

And some small, broken part of her felt proud of that.

She didn't know if that was the most terrifying thing she had learned about herself, or the most liberating.

The dreams came again that night.

She was back in the chair, the devices attached, the stimulation building. But this time, when she reached the peak of the pressure cycle, when her body screamed for release, she heard Dr Vane's voice giving permission.

And she came.

Over and over, wave after wave, her body surrendering to the pleasure she had been denied in waking life. The release was overwhelming, consuming, transforming—each orgasm more intense than the last, each one pushing her further from the person she had been and closer to something she didn't recognise.

And through it all, she felt watched.

Not by Dr Vane, not by cameras, not by the clinical gaze of Dominion's staff. By something else. Something that felt like approval. Like desire. Like value.

She woke with a gasp, her body still trembling with phantom sensation, the echo of pleasure still resonating through her nerves. The room was dark, the lighting at its lowest setting, and she was alone with nothing but the sound of her own breathing.

But the feeling didn't fade.

She had been pushed to her limits and survived. She had been denied and then permitted. She had been controlled and then released.

And somewhere, in the darkest corner of her mind, she wanted to experience it again.

Not because she enjoyed it—though some part of her had, she couldn't deny that. Not because she had surrendered to her fate—though she was beginning to understand that resistance was futile.

But because for the first time since her capture, she felt like she was becoming something. Not just a body to be used, but a capacity to be developed. A value to be maximised. A potential to be realised.

She was Lot Twenty-Seven. Premium yield asset. Natural producer. Pressure-cycle compliant.

And she was learning, night by night, session by session, to carry those designations with something that felt less like shame and more like acceptance.

She closed her eyes and let sleep claim her again, the dreams still lingering at the edges of her mind.

Tomorrow, there would be more training. More pressure. More control.

And she would face it.

Not because she wanted to.

But because she was beginning to understand that this was what she was becoming.


Chapter Eight -  Inspection

The summons arrived after three days of recovery.

Three days of rest, of light training, of meals that tasted like nothing and sleep that came in fragments. Her body had been pushed to its limits in the pressure cycle, and Dominion—efficient as always—had allocated time for her to rebuild. She had spent the hours in her quarters, wearing the deep blue robe Marlo had given her, staring at walls that offered no answers to questions she had stopped asking.

She was becoming something. She didn't know what yet. But the shape of it was beginning to emerge from the fog of her capture and training—a轮廓 that suggested value, desirability, worth. The words followed her through every session, every evaluation, every moment of being seen. Premium. Natural producer. Exceptional response.

She didn't know if she believed them. But she was beginning to understand that belief didn't matter. What mattered was performance. What mattered was what the buyers saw.

And today, she would be seen by the buyers themselves.

The inspection gallery occupied an entire wing of Dominion's uppermost level.

The guard who escorted her was a woman this time—older, her expression professionally neutral, her uniform marked with the silver piping that denoted senior status. She didn't speak as they moved through corridors that grew progressively more refined, her silence communicating clearly that this was not a moment for conversation.

Cassia wore nothing but the collar. She had been instructed to present herself without garment, without adornment, without anything that might obscure the buyers' view. Her skin prickled with cold and exposure as they walked, but she held her posture—chin up, shoulders back, the training that had been drilled into her now automatic.

The guard stopped before a set of double doors that rose at least twelve feet high. They were made of dark wood, carved with the same abundance motifs she had seen throughout Dominion's ceremonial spaces—sheaves of wheat, flowing water, the stylised forms of women's bodies intertwined with bells and ribbons.

'Through here,' the guard said, her voice clipped. 'You will be met by Mr Bett. Follow his instructions without hesitation.'

The doors opened before Cassia could respond, revealing a space that made her breath catch.

The gallery was long and narrow, designed like a corridor with alcoves branching off to either side. The floor was polished stone, the walls covered in dark fabric that absorbed light and created an atmosphere of intimacy. Soft lighting emanated from hidden sources, casting everything in a warm amber glow that flattered skin and softened edges.

And lining the walls, positioned at regular intervals, were display platforms.

They were raised perhaps a foot off the floor, each one covered in padded black material and marked with the bell-and-ribbon symbol. Some were empty. Others held women—assets, she corrected herself—in various states of presentation. Some knelt, hands on thighs, eyes downcast. Some stood, arms at their sides, gazes forward. All of them wore collars. All of them were naked. All of them were waiting.

'Lot Twenty-Seven.' Marlo's voice emerged from somewhere to her left. She turned and found him approaching from a side corridor, his midnight-blue jacket exchanged for something more formal—black velvet, tailored to emphasise his narrow frame, a silver bell pinned to his lapel. 'You're right on time. Excellent.'

'What is this place?' she asked, unable to keep the question inside.

'This is the inspection gallery.' Marlo gestured broadly, encompassing the space. 'Potential buyers who have been pre-qualified may request private viewings before the auction. It allows them to examine lots in detail, ask questions, and assess compatibility before committing to a bid.' He smiled, and there was something almost like warmth in it. 'Think of it as a preview. A chance for you to make an impression before the main event.'

An impression. She was to make an impression on strangers who would evaluate her like livestock at market. The thought should have made her angry, or frightened, or desperate to escape. But standing in the gallery, surrounded by other assets in similar states of display, she felt something else.

Purpose.

She was here for a reason. She was being prepared for something. And whatever lay beyond the auction, it would be different from the life she had known as a maintenance worker—different, and perhaps, in ways she was learning not to examine, better.

'Come,' Marlo said, gesturing toward an empty platform near the centre of the gallery. 'Your first appointment arrives in ten minutes. We should position you.'

The platform was comfortable, designed for extended display.

Cassia knelt as instructed, her knees sinking into the padded surface, her hands settling on her thighs with palms up—the presentation position that had become second nature through weeks of training. She faced the corridor, her body angled to be visible from multiple directions, her eyes fixed on a point in the middle distance.

'Remember,' Marlo said, his voice low, 'these buyers have already expressed interest based on your catalogue entry. They're here to confirm what they've seen in photographs and data. Your job is to show them that reality exceeds expectation.' He paused, studying her face. 'You performed beautifully in the mock auction. Bring that same energy here. Let them see what makes you valuable.'

What made her valuable. She still wasn't sure she understood what that meant. But she nodded anyway, because that was what was expected.

Marlo withdrew, disappearing into a side corridor, and she was left alone on the platform, waiting.

The minutes stretched. She could hear voices in the distance—conversations she couldn't quite make out, the soft sounds of movement and assessment. Other buyers, examining other lots. Other assets, performing their own versions of value.

She wondered what they were feeling. Whether they, too, had been angry and frightened and desperate. Whether they, too, had begun to find something strange and unexpected in the experience of being seen.

The footsteps approached before she could pursue the thought.

The first buyer was a woman.

She was perhaps fifty, with silver-streaked hair pulled back in an elegant chignon and clothing that suggested wealth without displaying it openly—dark trousers, a silk blouse in deep burgundy, minimal jewellery. Her face was sharp, intelligent, her eyes moving over Cassia with an assessment that felt clinical rather than predatory.

'Lot Twenty-Seven,' she said, stopping before the platform. Her voice was cultured, each word precisely articulated. 'I've reviewed your catalogue entry with interest. The production figures are impressive for someone at your stage of priming.'

Cassia didn't respond. She hadn't been given permission to speak.

'You may answer,' the woman said, as if reading her thoughts. 'I prefer assets who can articulate their experience. It tells me more than measurements alone.'

'Thank you.' The words came out steadier than she expected. 'I've been... responsive to the training.'

'Clearly.' The woman circled the platform slowly, her gaze moving over Cassia's body with the same clinical attention. 'The tissue development is excellent. Natural, not enhanced. That's increasingly rare in the market.' She stopped behind Cassia, and she felt a hand brush against her back—light, assessing, tracing the line of her spine. 'Your posture is well-trained. Cain's work, I assume?'

'Yes.'

The hand moved to her hip, then to the curve of her buttock. The touch was not intimate, exactly—not designed to arouse—but thorough. Evaluating. The same kind of attention she might give to a horse or a piece of art.

'Turn,' the woman said. 'Let me see your front.'

Cassia turned, shifting on her knees until she faced the buyer directly. She kept her chin lifted, her gaze forward, her hands in position. The woman's eyes moved over her breasts, her stomach, the junction of her thighs.

'The hormonal priming has been effective,' the woman observed. 'Your breasts have filled nicely. The nipple response is visible even without stimulation.' She reached out and brushed a thumb across one nipple, and Cassia felt it harden immediately under the touch. 'Responsive indeed.'

The sensation sent a jolt through her—not quite pleasure, but something adjacent to it. Her body was reacting to the attention, to the clinical evaluation, to the knowledge that she was being seen and assessed and found worthy of interest.

'Do you enjoy being examined?' the woman asked, her tone curious.

The question caught her off guard. Enjoy? She had never thought about it in those terms. She had endured examinations, submitted to them, performed through them. But enjoyment suggested something else—something she wasn't sure she was ready to acknowledge.

'I enjoy being found valuable,' she said finally, and the words surprised her as much as they seemed to surprise the buyer.

The woman smiled—a genuine expression that transformed her sharp features into something almost warm. 'An honest answer. That's refreshing.' She made a note on a tablet she had produced from somewhere. 'I have a private estate in the northern territories. I collect assets with natural production capability and strong exhibition potential. You would be well-cared-for, Lot Twenty-Seven. Well-fed, well-trained, and given ample opportunity to develop your gifts.'

Gifts. The word made something twist in her chest. She had never thought of what her body could do as a gift. But the woman used the term without irony, as if it were simply the truth.

'May I ask a question?' Cassia said, the words emerging before she could stop them.

The buyer raised an eyebrow. 'You may.'

'What happens to your assets? After they're purchased?'

The woman considered the question. 'They serve. They produce. They perform for my guests and for my own enjoyment.' She paused, studying Cassia's face. 'Some remain with me for years, developing their capabilities and rising in my household hierarchy. Others are eventually sold to associates or returned to Dominion for retraining if they prove unsuitable.' Her gaze sharpened. 'Is that what you wanted to know?'

'Yes.' Cassia swallowed. 'Thank you.'

The woman made another note. 'I'll be watching your auction with interest, Lot Twenty-Seven. Your combination of natural ability and honest engagement is... appealing.' She turned to leave, then paused. 'One more thing. Do you have a preference? About who purchases you?'

The question was so unexpected that she couldn't immediately respond. A preference? She was property. Property didn't have preferences.

'I don't know,' she admitted. 'I've never thought about it.'

'Think about it,' the woman said. 'It may matter more than you realise.' And then she was gone, moving down the corridor toward another platform, another asset, another evaluation.

The second buyer was a man.

He was younger than the woman—perhaps mid-thirties, with the athletic build and carefully maintained appearance of someone who invested significant resources in his physical presentation. His clothing was expensive but casual, suggesting wealth that didn't need to announce itself.

He didn't introduce himself. He simply stopped before her platform and looked.

The assessment was different from the woman's—less clinical, more visceral. His eyes moved over her body with an appreciation that felt almost like a physical touch, lingering on her breasts, her hips, the curve of her waist. She felt herself responding to that gaze, her nipples hardening, her skin flushing with warmth.

'Stand,' he said, his voice deep and unhurried. 'Let me see all of you.'

She rose from the kneeling position, her muscles remembering the movement from countless training sessions. She stood with her feet slightly apart, her arms at her sides, her chin lifted. The presentation posture. Automatic now.

'Turn. Slowly.'

She turned. The lights in the gallery caught her skin, illuminating every curve and plane of her body. She felt his eyes following her movement, cataloguing every detail.

'Stop. Face me.'

She stopped. He was closer now—close enough that she could smell his cologne, something expensive and subtly masculine. He reached out and touched her breast, cupping the weight of it in his palm, running his thumb across her nipple.

'You're responsive,' he observed, his voice carrying a note of approval. 'The catalogue said natural producer. Is that accurate?'

'Yes.'

'Prove it.'

The words made her stomach tighten. She knew what he was asking—wanted to see her produce, to witness the evidence of her capability with his own eyes.

'I don't have the equipment—' she began, but he cut her off with a gesture.

'I have what's needed.' He produced a small device from his pocket—a handheld suction unit, smaller than the clinical equipment she had encountered before, designed for portable use. 'Hold still.'

He attached the device to her breast, positioning it over her nipple with practiced efficiency. The suction began immediately—a gentle but insistent pressure that made her gasp. She could feel her body responding, the warmth spreading through her chest, the familiar heaviness that preceded production.

'Watch me,' he said, his voice low. 'Don't look away.'

She met his eyes as the suction increased. Her body was reacting to the stimulation, to his gaze, to the command in his voice. The production began—a thin stream at first, then stronger, filling the small collection reservoir attached to the device.

'Good,' he murmured. 'Very good. You're a natural, just like the catalogue said.' He removed the device and examined the reservoir, holding it up to the light. 'Excellent quality. Rich and consistent.' He handed the device to an assistant who had materialised silently at his side. 'I'll want a full demonstration at the auction. Make sure you're prepared.'

He turned to leave without another word, his attention already shifting to whatever came next.

But as he walked away, she heard him speaking to the assistant in a voice that carried clearly through the gallery.

'This one's special. I want her. Make sure my qualification is in order.'

The third buyer was older—a man perhaps in his sixties, with white hair and a face that suggested a lifetime of authority. He wore a suit that was impeccably tailored, and he moved with the unhurried confidence of someone who was accustomed to getting what he wanted.

He didn't touch her. He simply stood before her platform and asked questions.

'How long have you been at Dominion?'

'Six weeks, approximately. I've lost track of the exact time.'

'And before that?'

'I was a maintenance worker. Here, at Dominion. I was caught stealing.'

'Why did you steal?'

The question made something tighten in her chest. No one had asked her that—not Cain, not Dr Vane, not Marlo. They had assumed the answer or simply not cared.

'I wanted to leave,' she said, the words coming out before she could stop them. 'I was saving for passage to the outer territories. I thought if I could just get far enough away, I could start over. Become someone else.'

'And now?'

She considered the question. What was she now? Property. An asset. A lot number. But also something else—something she was still learning to name.

'Now I'm becoming what I'm meant to be,' she said, and the words surprised her with their honesty.

The old man smiled—a thin expression that didn't quite reach his eyes. 'An interesting answer. Most assets say they're resigned to their fate, or that they've learned to accept it. You're the first who's described it as becoming.'

'Becoming is different from accepting,' she said, not entirely sure where the words were coming from. 'Accepting means giving up who you were. Becoming means growing into who you are.'

The old man studied her for a long moment. Then he nodded, as if she had passed some test he hadn't announced.

'I purchase assets for a specific purpose,' he said. 'I operate a facility in the eastern provinces—a research institution dedicated to the study and optimisation of human production capabilities. My assets are subjects in ongoing research, well-compensated for their service, and given opportunities to advance within the institutional hierarchy.' He paused. 'Your combination of natural ability and philosophical engagement makes you an intriguing candidate for our long-term programmes.'

Research. She would be studied, measured, optimised. But also compensated, advanced, given opportunity.

'Would I have a choice?' she asked. 'About what happens to me?'

The old man's expression sharpened. 'Everyone has choices, Lot Twenty-Seven. The question is what choices are available. In my facility, assets who perform well are given increasing autonomy over their own development. Those who excel may eventually become researchers themselves, contributing to the advancement of knowledge rather than merely serving as subjects.'

The possibility settled into her mind, unexpected and uncomfortable. She had assumed that being sold meant being owned—that her choices would end at the auction. But this man was offering something different. Not freedom, exactly, but a path forward. A way to become something more than just a body that produced.

'I'll consider your offer,' she said, and the words felt strange in her mouth—an asset negotiating with a buyer, as if she had some power in the transaction.

The old man nodded again, something like respect flickering in his eyes. 'See that you do. I'll be present at the auction.' He turned to leave, then paused. 'One more thing. The woman who examined you earlier—Lady Ashford—she's a serious collector. If you end up with her, you'll want to perform well. She rewards excellence, but she has little patience for mediocrity.'

Lady Ashford. The name attached itself to the silver-haired woman's face, settling into Cassia's memory.

'Thank you,' she said. 'For telling me.'

The old man smiled again—this time with something that might have been warmth. 'Information is power, Lot Twenty-Seven. Even for assets.' And then he was gone, moving down the corridor with the unhurried confidence of someone who had all the time in the world.

The buyers continued throughout the day.

Some were brief, examining her with clinical efficiency before moving on. Others lingered, asking questions, touching her body, testing her responses. She performed for all of them—standing, turning, kneeling, presenting. She answered questions when asked, held silence when not. She let them see her produce, let them watch her body respond to stimulation, let them evaluate her like the product she had become.

And through it all, something shifted inside her.

She had expected to feel degraded. To feel used, objectified, reduced to a body that existed only for others' assessment. And she did feel those things—each touch, each question, each clinical evaluation stripped away another layer of the person she had been.

But she also felt something else.

She felt wanted.

These buyers—wealthy, powerful, discerning—had come specifically to see her. They had reviewed her catalogue entry and found her interesting enough to examine in person. They touched her and watched her and asked her questions because they were considering purchasing her. Because she was valuable enough to be worth their time.

And that knowledge settled into her chest, warm and undeniable.

She was being seen. She was being evaluated. She was being found worthy.

For a woman who had spent two years as an invisible maintenance worker, stealing scraps to fund an escape that would never happen, that feeling was more powerful than she wanted to admit.

The final buyer of the day was Lady Ashford again.

She returned as the gallery's lighting shifted toward evening, her silver hair catching the amber glow, her sharp eyes missing nothing. She stopped before Cassia's platform and studied her for a long moment.

'You've performed well today,' she said, her voice carrying a note of approval. 'I've reviewed the observation logs. Every buyer who examined you noted your responsiveness, your composure, your engagement.' She paused. 'Several have already submitted preliminary bids.'

Preliminary bids. The words made something tighten in her chest. She was being bid on. She was being purchased.

'Do you have questions?' Lady Ashford asked. 'Before the auction?'

Cassia considered. She had so many questions—about what happened after the sale, about what her life would become, about whether any of this was real or just performance designed to make her docile. But most of those questions couldn't be answered, at least not by a buyer.

'Yes,' she said finally. 'One question.'

'Ask.'

'Why do you do this? Collect assets, I mean. What do you get from it?'

Lady Ashford's expression shifted—something almost like vulnerability flickering behind the clinical mask. 'I get what everyone gets from ownership,' she said. 'Control. Beauty. The satisfaction of shaping something valuable.' She paused. 'But I also get something else. I get to watch women like you discover what they're capable of. I get to facilitate becoming.' Her voice softened. 'That's rarer than you might think.'

Becoming. The word echoed in Cassia's mind, settling into the place where all the other words had gone. Premium. Natural producer. Exceptional response. And now: becoming.

'Thank you,' she said, not entirely sure what she was thanking the woman for.

Lady Ashford nodded. 'Rest well tonight, Lot Twenty-Seven. The auction is in three days. I look forward to seeing what you become.'

And then she was gone, leaving Cassia alone on the platform as the gallery's lights dimmed toward night.

The guard escorted her back to her quarters in silence.

The corridors felt different now—less like passages to be navigated and more like spaces she was learning to understand. She walked with her chin up, her shoulders back, her body carrying the posture that had been trained into her. Other people passed them—staff, handlers, a few assets in collars like hers—and she felt their eyes on her, felt the weight of their attention.

She didn't flinch. She didn't look away. She let them look.

Her quarters were the same as they had always been—small, sparse, functional. The deep blue robe lay across her bed where she had left it, the fabric catching the light. She picked it up and held it against her chest, feeling the softness against her skin.

She had been examined by buyers today. She had been touched and questioned and evaluated. She had performed for strangers who would decide her fate.

And she had felt, through all of it, something that might have been pride.

Not because she enjoyed being property. Not because she had surrendered to her fate without resistance. But because for the first time in her life, she was being seen as valuable. She was being treated as something worth wanting.

And some broken, desperate part of her was beginning to believe it.

She lay on her bed, the robe held close, and let sleep claim her.

Three days until the auction.

Three days until she would be sold to the highest bidder.

Three days until she would find out what she was becoming.


Chapter Nine -  Staging

The night before the auction was quiet.

Too quiet, Cassia thought, lying on her bed in the deep blue robe that had become her only comfort. The lighting in her quarters had dimmed to its lowest setting, mimicking the darkness of actual night, but sleep refused to come. Every time she closed her eyes, she saw the gallery—the buyers' faces, their hands, the clinical weight of their assessment.

Three days of inspection. Three days of being touched and questioned and evaluated. Three days of performing for strangers who would decide her future with the lift of a bidding paddle.

And tomorrow, she would stand on a stage and be sold to the highest bidder.

The thought should have terrified her. And it did—she could feel the fear coiled in her stomach, cold and heavy. But beneath the fear, something else had taken root. Something that felt almost like anticipation.

She was about to find out what she was worth.

The summons came at dawn.

Not through the collar this time, but through the soft chime of the door. Cassia rose from the bed, the robe falling around her thighs, and found Cain Hart standing in the threshold.

He was dressed differently than she had ever seen him—not in his usual handler's attire, but in something more formal. A dark tunic with silver piping at the collar, fitted trousers, boots polished to a shine. He looked less like a trainer and more like an officer preparing for ceremony.

'It's time,' he said, his voice calm but carrying an undercurrent she couldn't quite identify. 'The auction begins in four hours. We have preparations to complete.'

She nodded, not trusting her voice, and stepped into the corridor beside him. The guards who usually accompanied her were absent—just Cain, walking with measured steps, his presence somehow both reassuring and ominous.

'How are you feeling?' he asked as they moved through the quiet passages.

The question surprised her. Cain had never asked about her feelings before. He had assessed her posture, her performance, her physical responses. But he had never inquired about her emotional state.

'Scared,' she admitted. 'And... something else. I don't know what to call it.'

Cain was quiet for a moment. Then: 'Anticipation?'

'Maybe.' She hesitated. 'Is that wrong? To feel anything other than fear?'

'No.' His voice was thoughtful. 'It's natural. You've been trained, prepared, evaluated. Tomorrow is the culmination of all that work. It's reasonable to feel... invested in the outcome.'

Invested. The word captured something she hadn't been able to articulate. She was invested. Not because she wanted to be sold—she still wasn't sure she wanted that—but because she had become part of the process. She had performed, had responded, had proven herself valuable. And now she wanted to see what that value would yield.

The preparation room was on the same level as the auction hall.

It was larger than she had expected, divided into sections by translucent screens that suggested privacy without providing it. In one area, a team of attendants waited with garments and accessories. In another, a makeup station was positioned before a mirror ringed with lights. And at the far end, partially obscured by a screen, something that looked like a medical examination setup.

'We'll start with physical preparation,' Cain said, guiding her toward the medical section. 'Dr Vane wants to ensure your production capacity is optimal for the auction demonstration.'

Of course. The demonstration. Every auction included a live display of the asset's capabilities—a chance for buyers to witness production, responsiveness, and performance in real time. She had been through demonstrations before, in the vessel and the mock auction. But this would be different. This would be the real thing.

Dr Vane was waiting when they reached the examination area. She wore her usual white coat, her expression clinical, her tablet already displaying what Cassia assumed was her file.

'Lot Twenty-Seven,' she said, her voice carrying the same detached efficiency it always did. 'Final assessment before auction. I need to verify hormonal levels, tissue responsiveness, and production capacity.' She gestured toward the examination table. 'Please sit.'

Cassia sat. The table was padded, designed for comfort during extended procedures, and she felt the familiar arrangement of restraints at her wrists and ankles—though Dr Vane didn't secure them this time.

'You've responded well to the pressure cycle training,' Dr Vane said as she attached sensors to Cassia's temples and chest. 'Your control during the extended denial protocol was exceptional. That will be valuable during the auction demonstration.'

'What will the demonstration involve?' Cassia asked, surprising herself with the question.

Dr Vane glanced at her, something flickering behind her clinical mask. 'You'll be positioned on the auction stage with production equipment attached. The buyers will observe your output in real time while Mr Bett narrates your capabilities. At the conclusion of your lot's presentation, you'll be permitted release—assuming you've performed satisfactorily.'

Permitted release. The phrase made her stomach tighten. She had learned, during the pressure cycle training, how powerful the denial and permission dynamic could be. Her body had been conditioned to respond to control—to wait for permission before surrendering to the pleasure that built during stimulation.

And now that control would be exercised in front of an audience.

'How long will the demonstration last?' she asked.

'Fifteen to twenty minutes for standard lots,' Dr Vane replied. 'Premium lots may be extended to thirty, depending on buyer interest.' She made a note on her tablet. 'Given your response profile and the interest you've generated during inspections, I expect you'll be in the extended category.'

Thirty minutes. Thirty minutes of stimulation and production in front of an audience, denied release until the very end.

'What if I can't hold back?' The question came out smaller than she intended.

Dr Vane's expression softened fractionally. 'You've already proven you can. The pressure cycle training was more demanding than anything you'll experience on the auction stage.' She paused. 'Trust your training, Lot Twenty-Seven. Your body knows what to do.'

The examination was thorough but efficient.

Dr Vane checked her hormonal levels, measured her tissue responsiveness, and verified that her production capacity was at its peak. She made notes on her tablet, her expression revealing nothing, but Cassia caught glimpses of the data—graphs and numbers that she couldn't interpret but that seemed to satisfy the doctor.

'Excellent,' Dr Vane said finally, removing the sensors. 'Your production capacity has increased by twelve percent since the pressure cycle training. Your arousal response is strong and consistent. You're ready for auction.'

Ready. The word settled into Cassia's chest, heavy with implication. She was ready to be sold. Ready to be purchased by whatever buyer found her most valuable. Ready to become someone's property.

'One more thing,' Dr Vane said, her tone shifting to something more businesslike. 'The auction demonstration will include a verbal component. You'll be asked questions by Mr Bett, and you're expected to answer honestly and articulately. Your responses are part of what buyers are purchasing—they want to know not just what your body can do, but how you experience it.'

How she experienced it. She would have to describe, in front of an audience, what it felt like to be stimulated, to produce, to be denied and permitted release. The thought made her face heat.

'I understand,' she said, because there was nothing else to say.

Dr Vane nodded. 'Good. The attendants will handle your physical presentation. Mr Bett will brief you on the auction sequence.' She paused at the edge of the screen, looking back. 'You've exceeded every projection, Lot Twenty-Seven. Whatever happens tomorrow, you should know that you've proven yourself exceptional.'

The words lingered as Dr Vane departed, settling into a place inside Cassia that she was learning not to examine. Exceptional. She was exceptional. She had value. She was worth the investment Dominion had made in her.

And tomorrow, she would find out exactly how much.

The attendants were efficient, their hands moving with practiced precision.

They bathed her first—in warm water scented with something subtle and floral, designed to soften her skin without leaving an obvious fragrance. They washed her hair, conditioning it until it fell in smooth waves around her face. They trimmed and shaped her nails, applied a clear polish that caught the light.

Then came the garment.

It was not the shift she had worn during inspections, nor the deep blue robe Marlo had given her. This was something else entirely—a piece of clothing that seemed designed to reveal rather than conceal, to display rather than cover.

The base was a bodysuit made of translucent fabric that clung to her skin like a second layer. It covered her torso and extended down her thighs, but the material was so thin that every curve and plane of her body was visible beneath it. Strategic cutouts exposed her breasts and the junction of her thighs, framing rather than hiding the parts of her that buyers would be most interested in.

Over this, they draped a robe of deep burgundy silk. It tied at the waist with a sash, but the fabric was designed to part easily, to fall away with a simple pull. The colour was dramatic against her skin, drawing attention to the pale canvas beneath.

'The robe stays on until you reach the stage,' one of the attendants explained, her voice soft. 'Mr Bett will remove it as part of the presentation sequence. It creates... anticipation.'

Anticipation. Everything about this process was designed to create anticipation—to build tension, to make buyers want what they hadn't yet seen. She was a product being packaged, wrapped in silk and mystery, waiting to be unwrapped.

The makeup came next—subtle, enhancing rather than transforming. A tint on her lips that made them look fuller, a shimmer on her eyelids that caught the light, a blush on her cheeks that suggested vitality and health. The effect was not dramatic, but it was undeniably appealing.

She looked in the mirror and saw a stranger.

Not the maintenance worker she had been, not the frightened girl who had knelt for her collaring. This woman was composed, elegant, desirable. Her body had been reshaped by hormonal priming, her posture corrected by training, her presentation refined by weeks of preparation.

She looked like something worth buying.

Marlo Bett arrived as the attendants were finishing.

He was resplendent in a jacket of deep purple velvet, the silver bell at his lapel catching the light. His hair had been styled with more care than usual, his face made up subtly to enhance his features. He looked every inch the theatrical showman, the master of ceremonies who would transform her sale into spectacle.

'Lot Twenty-Seven,' he said, his voice carrying a warmth that seemed genuine. 'You look exquisite. The burgundy was the right choice—it contrasts beautifully with your colouring.'

'Thank you,' she said, the words feeling strange in her mouth. She was thanking him for making her look appealing to buyers. She was participating in her own transformation into product.

Marlo gestured for her to follow him to a seating area at one end of the preparation room. She walked beside him, her movements fluid in the unfamiliar garment, the silk robe swishing against her legs.

'Sit,' he said, indicating a chair positioned before a small table. 'We need to discuss the auction sequence.'

She sat. The chair was comfortable, designed for someone in her position—someone who might need to wait for extended periods before being called.

'The auction will proceed in lot order,' Marlo began, his tone shifting to something more businesslike. 'You are Lot Twenty-Seven, which means you'll be presented approximately two hours into the event. This is strategic—premium lots are positioned in the middle to maintain buyer engagement.'

Two hours of waiting. Two hours of listening to other assets being sold, other bodies being displayed, other lives being purchased.

'Before your lot is called,' Marlo continued, 'you'll be positioned in the staging area just off the main hall. You'll be able to hear the proceedings, but you won't be visible to the audience. When your number is announced, you'll walk onto the stage and take your position at the centre. I'll guide you through the rest.'

'What will I be expected to do?'

Marlo smiled, and there was something almost like reassurance in it. 'You'll stand while I introduce you. I'll remove your robe, revealing your body to the audience. Then you'll be positioned with the production equipment—standard milking apparatus, nothing you haven't experienced before.' He paused. 'During the demonstration, I'll ask you questions about your experience. How does the stimulation feel? What are you feeling right now? Are you aroused? That sort of thing.'

The questions made her stomach tighten. She would have to articulate her experience in front of an audience—to describe the sensations, the arousal, the building pressure.

'Answer honestly,' Marlo said, as if reading her thoughts. 'Buyers value authenticity. They want to know that your responses are genuine, not performed.' He leaned forward slightly. 'You've been exceptional in that regard, Lot Twenty-Seven. Your responses have been documented as authentic and consistent. That's part of what makes you valuable.'

Valuable. The word again. It followed her everywhere, attached itself to every aspect of her existence at Dominion. She was valuable. She was premium. She was worth the investment.

'What happens after the demonstration?' she asked.

'The bidding begins.' Marlo's voice was matter-of-fact. 'Buyers will submit bids through their consoles, and I'll announce each increase. When the bidding reaches its conclusion, I'll declare the sale and announce the winning buyer.' He paused. 'You'll then be escorted to the processing area, where ownership transfer will be completed. From there, you'll be transported to your new owner's facility.'

Transported. She would leave Dominion. She would go somewhere else, belong to someone else, become part of a different system.

'What if...' She hesitated. 'What if I'm not ready?'

Marlo studied her for a long moment. Then he reached out and touched her hand—not a gesture she would have expected from him, but genuine, almost gentle.

'No one is ever truly ready,' he said quietly. 'But you're as prepared as you can be. Your training has been exceptional. Your responses are consistent. Your presentation is refined.' He met her eyes. 'You've become exactly what Dominion intended you to be, Lot Twenty-Seven. Now let the buyers see that.'

The hours passed in a blur of final preparations.

Cain returned to review her posture and presentation, making small adjustments to the angle of her chin, the set of her shoulders. Dr Vane checked her one final time, ensuring her production capacity was optimal. The attendants touched up her makeup, adjusted her garment, smoothed her hair.

And then it was time.

The chime sounded through the preparation room, and a voice emerged from a speaker Cassia hadn't noticed before. 'All lots report to staging positions. Auction proceedings will begin in fifteen minutes.'

Marlo rose from where he had been reviewing notes on a tablet. 'This is it,' he said, his voice carrying a theatrical weight that seemed designed to inspire confidence. 'Remember your training. Trust your preparation. And above all, remember that you are valuable.'

He departed through a side door, leaving her with Cain, who gestured toward the corridor that led to the staging area.

'Walk with me,' Cain said, his voice low.

She fell into step beside him, the burgundy silk swishing against her legs, the translucent bodysuit cool against her skin. The corridor was quiet, other assets moving in the same direction, their faces composed, their bodies prepared.

'You've come a long way,' Cain said as they walked. 'When you first arrived, you were angry. Defiant. You fought everything we tried to teach you.'

'And now?' she asked, not sure she wanted the answer.

'Now you understand.' His voice was thoughtful. 'Not just the training, but the purpose behind it. You've learned that visibility isn't something to fear—it's something to master. You've learned that your body has value, and that value can be cultivated.' He paused. 'You've learned to be seen.'

The words settled into her chest, warm and uncomfortable. She had learned to be seen. She had learned to perform, to present, to transform herself into an image that others found compelling.

And she had learned, somewhere along the way, to feel something like pride in that.

'Do you remember what I told you during your first training session?' Cain asked.

She thought back, through the haze of weeks that felt like years. 'You said that strength isn't the absence of shame. It's the refusal to let shame dictate how you move through the world.'

'Exactly.' He stopped at a door marked Staging Area - Premium Lots. 'You've done that, Cassia. You've refused to let shame control you. And tomorrow, on that stage, you'll prove it to everyone watching.'

He opened the door, and she stepped through into the space where she would wait until her number was called.

The staging area was dimly lit, designed to keep assets calm before their presentation.

Cassia found a position near the wall, where she could hear the proceedings in the main hall without being visible to the audience. Other assets were positioned around her—perhaps a dozen in total, all of them premium lots, all of them dressed in garments designed to reveal and conceal in equal measure.

Through the speakers mounted in the ceiling, she could hear the auction beginning.

'Welcome, ladies and gentlemen, to Dominion's quarterly premium asset auction.' Marlo's voice carried the same theatrical cadence she had heard in the mock auction, but amplified now, designed to fill a larger space. 'Tonight, we present to you some of the finest specimens our facility has produced. Each lot has been carefully selected, rigorously trained, and verified for authenticity and quality. I trust you will find much to interest you.'

The first lot was announced—a young woman with dark skin and elegant features, presented in a gown of shimmering gold. Through the speaker, Cassia heard the narration, the demonstration, the bidding. She heard the gasps of the audience, the murmurs of approval, the steady climb of numbers as buyers competed for ownership.

The sale was declared at a price that made Cassia's stomach tighten. That much money, for a human being. That much value, placed on flesh and production and performance.

And soon, she would be on that stage. She would be the one being bid on. She would be the one whose value was being determined by the lift of paddles and the call of numbers.

She closed her eyes and tried to steady her breathing.

Trust your training. You are valuable. You have proven yourself.

The words echoed in her mind, a mantra she wasn't sure she believed but clung to anyway.

Lots came and went.

Each presentation followed a similar pattern—introduction, reveal, demonstration, bidding, sale. Some lots commanded higher prices than others, generating excited murmurs from the audience. Others sold more quietly, their value apparently less contested.

Cassia listened to it all, her body tense, her mind racing. She tried not to think about what would happen when her number was called. She tried not to imagine the faces in the audience, the hands that might touch her, the voices that might claim her.

But she couldn't stop the images from forming.

And she couldn't stop the strange, twisted anticipation that was building in her chest.

She was about to be sold. She was about to become someone's property. And some part of her—a part she was learning not to examine—wanted to know what that would feel like.

The speaker crackled, and Marlo's voice emerged again.

'And now, ladies and gentlemen, we arrive at one of our most anticipated lots of the evening. A natural producer with exceptional response characteristics, trained to premium standard and verified for authenticity.' A pause, weighted with theatrical tension. 'Lot Twenty-Seven.'

The number echoed through the staging area, and every asset turned to look at her.

It was time.

The walk to the stage felt longer than it should have.

Cassia moved through the corridor that led from the staging area to the main hall, her steps measured, her posture perfect. The burgundy silk swished against her legs, the translucent bodysuit cool against her skin, the collar at her throat humming with a gentle warmth that she had learned to interpret as encouragement.

She could hear the audience before she could see them—a low murmur of voices, the soft rustle of movement, the anticipatory silence that fell as she approached.

Then she was at the entrance to the hall, and the lights hit her.

The space was larger than she had expected—larger than the mock auction hall, larger even than the inspection gallery. The stage dominated one end, raised and spotlit, with the auction equipment positioned at its centre. The seating stretched back in curved rows, filled with faces she couldn't quite make out in the glare of the lights.

And standing at the edge of the stage, his purple velvet jacket catching the light, was Marlo Bett.

'Lot Twenty-Seven,' he announced, his voice carrying easily through the space. 'Please, join me on the stage.'

She walked forward, her movements fluid, her chin lifted. The audience was a blur of shapes beyond the lights, but she could feel their attention like a physical weight—hundreds of eyes tracking her progress, evaluating, assessing.

She reached the stage and stepped up onto the platform. The surface was padded beneath her bare feet, the same material she had knelt on during the mock auction. The production equipment was positioned at the centre—cylinders and tubes and collection vessels, designed to transform her body's most intimate functions into public spectacle.

'Stop there,' Marlo said, gesturing to a spot at the centre of the stage. 'Face the audience. Let them see you.'

She stopped. She faced the audience. She let them see her.

The burgundy silk robe was still tied at her waist, concealing the translucent bodysuit beneath. But the lights caught the fabric in a way that suggested the shape of her body—the curve of her hips, the swell of her breasts, the line of her waist. She was wrapped in mystery, waiting to be unwrapped.

'Ladies and gentlemen,' Marlo began, his voice shifting into the theatrical cadence she had come to recognise, 'Lot Twenty-Seven represents one of the finest examples of natural production capability we have ever presented at auction. Her tissue development is entirely natural—not enhanced by surgical intervention. Her response profile is exceptional, with strong arousal-production linkage and demonstrated control under extended pressure protocols.' He paused, letting the words settle. 'She is, quite simply, a natural producer of the highest calibre.'

Murmurs rippled through the audience. Cassia felt her face heat, but she held her position, her chin lifted, her gaze forward.

'Shall we see more?' Marlo asked, and the question was directed not at her but at the audience.

The response was a murmur of assent, a rustle of anticipation.

Marlo moved to stand beside her, his hand finding the sash at her waist. 'This garment,' he said, his voice carrying through the hall, 'is designed to reveal rather than conceal. To build anticipation. To make you want what lies beneath.'

He pulled the sash.

The robe fell away, pooling at her feet, and she stood before the audience in nothing but the translucent bodysuit—every curve visible, every plane of her body displayed. The cutouts at her breasts and between her legs drew attention to the parts of her that would soon be producing.

The audience was silent. Then, a collective intake of breath.

'Beautiful,' Marlo murmured, and the word carried through the hall. 'Now, let us see what she can do.'

The demonstration began.

Marlo guided her to the production equipment, positioning her on a low platform designed for display. The attendants who had appeared silently at the edges of the stage attached the suction cups to her breasts—the now-familiar sensation of sealing pressure, the beginning of stimulation.

'Lot Twenty-Seven,' Marlo said, his voice shifting to an interview mode, 'tell the audience what you're feeling right now.'

The question made her stomach tighten. She had known this was coming—the verbal component of the demonstration, the requirement to articulate her experience in front of strangers.

'I feel... exposed,' she said, her voice steadier than she expected. 'The lights are bright, and I can feel everyone watching. It makes me... aware of my body.'

'Aware how?'

'My skin feels sensitive. My breasts feel heavy. The suction is...' She paused, searching for words. 'It's pulling at me. Drawing something out.'

'And does that feel pleasurable?'

The question was direct, almost clinical. She felt her face heat, but she answered anyway.

'Yes. It's building. Warmth spreading through my chest, down through my stomach. The more they watch, the more I feel it.'

'You're becoming aroused by being observed?'

The question made something twist in her chest. Because it was true. She could feel the arousal building—the warmth between her legs, the tightness in her core, the desperate need that was growing with each passing moment.

'Yes,' she admitted, the word barely above a whisper. 'Being seen... it does something to me. It makes me want to perform. To prove that I'm worth watching.'

The audience murmured, and she heard something that sounded like approval.

'Production is beginning,' Marlo announced, his voice carrying through the hall. 'Note the flow rate—above average for this stage of stimulation. Lot Twenty-Seven is what we call a natural producer. Her body responds to observation, to attention, to the knowledge that she is being valued in real time.'

The stimulation increased. Cassia gasped, her body straining against the position she had been placed in. The arousal was building now, faster than she had expected—the combination of physical stimulation and psychological exposure pushing her toward a peak she wasn't permitted to reach.

'You will not release until the demonstration is complete,' Marlo said, his voice low but carrying. 'Hold. Show the audience your control.'

Hold. She had to hold. Through the building pressure, through the desperate need, through the overwhelming sensation of being watched and evaluated and valued.

She held.

The demonstration stretched on.

Fifteen minutes. Twenty. The production continued, the collection vessels filling with fluid that was richer and more opaque than anything she had produced before. The audience watched, transfixed, as her body gave everything it had.

And through it all, she held.

The pressure was immense—her body screaming for release, every nerve ending demanding satisfaction. But she had been trained for this. She had endured the pressure cycle protocols, the extended denial, the conditioning that taught her body to wait for permission.

'Excellent control,' Marlo observed, his voice carrying a note of genuine admiration. 'Lot Twenty-Seven has demonstrated exceptional capacity for delayed release. This is a valuable trait in a premium asset—buyers want to know that their property can perform on command, can maintain composure under pressure.'

The audience murmured in agreement. Through the haze of sensation, Cassia could see figures in the front row leaning forward, their eyes fixed on her body, their expressions hungry.

She was being watched. She was being evaluated. She was being found valuable.

And some part of her—some dark, twisted part she was learning not to examine—was thriving on it.

'Final stage,' Marlo announced. 'Lot Twenty-Seven, you may release.'

The permission crashed through her like a wave breaking against rocks.

The orgasm hit her without warning—her back arching, her muscles clenching, her vision going white as sensation overwhelmed everything else. She heard herself crying out, a sound she couldn't control, couldn't contain, couldn't stop. The production surged, fluid flowing from her in a rush that exceeded anything she had experienced before.

And through it all, the audience watched.

When it was over, she slumped in the equipment, her body trembling, her breath coming in gasps. The attendants moved to remove the suction cups, to collect the vessels, to clean her skin.

But before they could finish, Marlo's voice cut through the haze.

'Ladies and gentlemen, the bidding is now open for Lot Twenty-Seven.'

The bidding was immediate.

'Opening bid at fifty thousand credits,' Marlo announced. 'Do I hear fifty-five?'

'Fifty-five!' a voice called from the audience.

'Sixty!'

'Sixty-five!'

'Seventy!'

The numbers climbed rapidly, voices calling out from different parts of the hall. Cassia stood on shaking legs, trying to compose herself, trying to appear calm despite the chaos raging inside her.

'Seventy-five!'

'Eighty!'

'Eighty-five!'

The bids kept coming, each one a declaration of her value, each one a claim on her future. She was being fought over. She was being wanted.

'One hundred thousand credits!' a voice called from the front row, and the hall fell silent.

Marlo raised his gavel. 'One hundred thousand. Do I hear one-oh-five?'

Silence.

'One hundred thousand going once... going twice...'

Cassia held her breath.

'Sold! To Lady Ashford for one hundred thousand credits.'

Lady Ashford. The silver-haired woman from the inspection gallery. The collector who had spoken of becoming, who had asked about her preferences, who had made her feel valued in a way that was different from the clinical assessments of the other buyers.

She had been purchased. She belonged to someone now.

And as Lady Ashford rose from her seat in the front row, her sharp features softened by something that might have been satisfaction, Cassia felt something unexpected settle in her chest.

Not relief. Not fear. Not even resignation.

Something that felt almost like gratitude.

She had been seen. She had been valued. She had been found worthy of the highest bid of the evening.

And now, she would find out what came next.

The auction hall dissolved into noise as the proceedings continued.

Marlo was already moving on to the next lot, his voice theatrical and engaging, his attention shifting to the next asset on the stage. But Cassia was no longer part of the show. She had been sold. Her performance was complete.

An attendant appeared at her elbow, guiding her off the stage and through a side door that led to the processing area. Her legs were still shaky, her body still humming with the aftermath of the demonstration, but she walked with her chin up, her shoulders back, her posture maintained even now.

The processing area was smaller than she had expected—a room with chairs and tables, designed for the administrative work that followed each sale. Lady Ashford was waiting when she entered, standing by a window that looked out onto darkness, her burgundy silk dress catching the light.

'Lot Twenty-Seven,' she said, turning to face Cassia. 'Or should I say, Cassia Voss. That was your name before, wasn't it?'

The question caught her off guard. No one at Dominion had used her name since her collaring. She had been Lot Twenty-Seven, asset, property. But never Cassia.

'Yes,' she said, the word feeling strange in her mouth. 'That was my name.'

Lady Ashford nodded slowly. 'Names have power. They connect us to who we were, even as we become something new.' She moved closer, her eyes sharp and assessing. 'You performed beautifully tonight. The control you demonstrated during the extended denial was exceptional. That's rare, even among trained assets.'

'Thank you.' The words came automatically, but she meant them. She had worked hard to achieve that level of control, had endured the pressure cycle training, had pushed her body to its limits.

'I meant what I said during the inspection,' Lady Ashford continued. 'I collect assets with natural production capability and strong exhibition potential. But I also collect something else.' She paused, her gaze intensifying. 'I collect assets who are becoming. Who are growing into what they're meant to be, rather than simply accepting what's been forced upon them.'

The words made something twist in Cassia's chest. Becoming. She had used that word herself, during the inspection, before she fully understood what it meant.

'What happens now?' she asked.

'Now we complete the transfer paperwork,' Lady Ashford said, her tone businesslike. 'Then you'll return to your quarters for the night. Tomorrow, you'll be transported to my estate in the northern territories, where you'll begin your new life as my property.'

'And then?'

Lady Ashford smiled—a genuine expression that transformed her sharp features into something almost warm. 'And then you'll discover what you're capable of. You'll develop your gifts, refine your presentation, and learn to serve in ways you haven't yet imagined.' She paused. 'But you'll also have something many assets don't have. You'll have a place. A purpose. And, if you earn it, a degree of autonomy that most property never achieves.'

Autonomy. The word seemed at odds with everything she had experienced since her capture. How could she have autonomy when she belonged to someone else?

'I don't understand,' she admitted.

'You will,' Lady Ashford said. 'In time.' She gestured toward a table where paperwork was spread out. 'For now, let's complete the formalities. You've had a long day, and tomorrow will be even longer.'

The paperwork was extensive but efficient.

Ownership transfer documents, medical records, training assessments, production logs—everything that had been documented during her time at Dominion was compiled into a file that would travel with her to her new home. She signed where indicated, her hand steady despite the trembling that still lingered in her muscles.

When it was done, Lady Ashford extended her hand—not for a handshake, but to touch Cassia's cheek, a gesture that was surprisingly gentle.

'Rest well tonight,' she said. 'Tomorrow, your new life begins.'

And then she was gone, leaving Cassia alone with the attendant who would guide her back to her quarters.

The walk back was quiet.

The corridors were emptier now, the auction still proceeding in the main hall, most of the staff occupied with the ongoing proceedings. Cassia moved through the familiar passages, her body aching, her mind racing.

She had been sold. She belonged to Lady Ashford now. Tomorrow, she would leave Dominion and begin a new life as someone's property.

But as she entered her quarters, as she sank onto the bed in the deep blue robe that had become her only comfort, she felt something unexpected.

Not despair. Not resignation. Not even the fear that had been her constant companion since her capture.

Instead, she felt a strange, quiet anticipation.

She was becoming something. She didn't know what yet—didn't know what Lady Ashford's estate would be like, what her life as property would entail, what she would be expected to do or give or become.

But she knew, with a certainty that settled deep in her bones, that she was no longer the invisible maintenance worker who had stolen scraps to fund an impossible escape.

She was Lot Twenty-Seven. Premium yield asset. Natural producer. Sold for one hundred thousand credits to a woman who had spoken of becoming and autonomy and purpose.

And tomorrow, she would find out what that meant.

She closed her eyes and let sleep claim her, the events of the day replaying in fragments—the lights, the audience, the building pressure, the release. The sound of her own voice crying out in pleasure. The numbers climbing higher and higher. The gavel falling.

Sold.

She had been sold.

And somewhere, in the darkest corner of her mind, she was glad.


Chapter Ten -  Owned

She woke to the sound of the door chime.

The lighting in her quarters was still at its night setting, the amber glow soft and disorienting. For a moment, she didn't remember where she was or why the weight in her chest felt different—lighter somehow, as if something that had been pressing on her for weeks had finally been lifted.

Then the memories of the auction crashed over her.

The stage. The lights. The audience watching as her body performed. The numbers climbing higher and higher. Lady Ashford's voice calling the winning bid. The gavel falling.

Sold.

She was sold. She belonged to someone now.

The chime sounded again, and she rose from the bed, the deep blue robe tangling around her legs. She had slept in it—hadn't even removed it before collapsing into exhausted sleep, her body still trembling from the demonstration, her mind still reeling from what she had experienced.

She opened the door.

Cain Hart stood in the corridor, his expression unreadable in the low light. He was dressed in his usual handler's attire now, the formal tunic replaced by practical black, his posture relaxed but alert.

'It's time,' he said simply. 'Lady Ashford's transport leaves in two hours. You need to be processed and ready.'

Processed. The word carried weight—implying procedures, formalities, the final steps of converting her from Dominion property to someone else's possession.

'I'll be quick,' she said, her voice rough with sleep.

Cain nodded. 'I'll escort you to processing. Lady Ashford is already in the administrative wing, finalising the transfer details.' He paused, something flickering in his expression. 'You performed well last night. Better than well. You should know that.'

The words settled into her chest, warm and uncomfortable. She had performed well. She had been sold for one hundred thousand credits—more than any other lot that evening, according to the murmurs she had heard in the processing area. She had value. She had proven it.

'Thank you,' she said, not sure what else to say.

Cain studied her for a moment, his gaze sharp. 'You're different now than when you arrived. You know that, don't you?'

Different. She thought about the woman she had been six weeks ago—a maintenance worker stealing scraps, invisible and desperate, planning an escape that would never happen. That woman would have been horrified by what she had become. That woman would have fought harder, resisted longer, refused to find any measure of pride in being sold.

But that woman was gone.

'I know,' she said quietly.

Cain nodded again, as if her response had confirmed something he already understood. 'Come. We shouldn't keep Lady Ashford waiting.'

The processing wing was in a part of Dominion she had never seen before.

They moved through corridors that grew progressively more industrial—polished floors giving way to bare polymer, decorative lighting replaced by functional strips, the walls unadorned and clinical. The few staff they passed moved with purpose, their eyes sliding over Cassia without curiosity.

Just another asset being processed. Nothing remarkable.

The room they entered was large and sterile, filled with equipment she didn't recognise. Examination tables lined one wall, their surfaces padded and fitted with restraints. Cabinets of supplies stood against another, their contents hidden behind frosted glass. And at the centre of the room, positioned like a throne in a hall, was a chair that looked both medical and ceremonial—upholstered in deep red velvet, its arms fitted with subtle restraints, its base connected to a series of tubes and collection vessels.

'Please sit,' said a voice from behind her.

She turned and found a woman in a white coat—not Dr Vane, but someone younger, with dark skin and short-cropped hair. Her expression was professional, her tone neutral, her posture efficient.

'I'm Dr Okonkwo,' the woman said, moving toward a tablet mounted on the wall. 'I'll be handling your final processing before transfer. Please have a seat on the examination chair.'

Cassia sat. The velvet was soft beneath her, the restraints at the arms cold against her wrists. She didn't resist as Dr Okonkwo secured them—not tightly, but firmly enough to prevent movement.

'This is standard procedure,' Dr Okonkwo explained, her voice calm. 'I'll be verifying your health status, confirming your production capacity, and ensuring you're fit for transport. The process should take approximately thirty minutes.'

Thirty minutes. She could endure thirty minutes. She had endured far worse.

The examination began.

Dr Okonkwo was efficient, her movements precise and clinical.

She checked Cassia's vital signs, drew blood for final labs, examined her breasts and reproductive system with the same detached thoroughness she had come to expect from Dominion's medical staff. The collection equipment engaged briefly—a standard production verification, the suction gentle and rhythmic—and she felt her body respond automatically, the now-familiar warmth spreading through her chest.

'Production capacity confirmed,' Dr Okonkwo said, making a note on her tablet. 'Your yield has increased significantly since intake. The hormonal priming and pressure cycle training have been effective.'

Effective. The word felt strange in this context. Her body had been reshaped, her responses conditioned, her capacity for production enhanced. She had been made into something more valuable than she had been.

And some part of her was grateful for that.

'One more thing,' Dr Okonkwo said, setting down her tablet. 'Lady Ashford has requested a final branding verification before transfer. The brand should be checked for healing and clarity, and any necessary touch-ups completed.'

Branding. The word made her stomach tighten.

She had been branded during her early processing—a small mark on her left hip, just above the crease of her thigh. The bell-and-ribbon symbol that marked her as Dominion property. She had barely been conscious when it happened, the procedure performed under sedation during her first days at the facility.

But now she was being transferred. The brand that marked her as Dominion property would need to be... what? Modified? Added to?

'I don't understand,' she said, hating how small her voice sounded.

Dr Okonkwo's expression softened fractionally. 'The brand marks you as property of the institution that owns you. Since you're being transferred to Lady Ashford's private ownership, the brand will be modified to reflect that change.' She paused. 'The procedure is brief and performed under local anaesthetic. You'll feel pressure, but no significant pain.'

Modified. Her brand would be modified. She would carry Lady Ashford's mark on her skin, permanently, visibly.

'I understand,' she said, because there was nothing else to say.

Dr Okonkwo nodded and moved to a cabinet, retrieving supplies Cassia didn't look at closely. She felt the doctor's gloved hands on her hip, examining the small scar that marked her as property.

'The original brand has healed well,' Dr Okonkwo observed. 'Clean lines, minimal scarring. The modification will be straightforward.'

She felt the cold swipe of antiseptic, the slight sting of the local anaesthetic being administered. Then pressure—dull and distant, muffled by the numbing agent—as the modification was made.

It was over in minutes.

'All done,' Dr Okonkwo said, applying a dressing to the site. 'Keep this clean and dry for the next forty-eight hours. The dressing can be removed after that.' She helped Cassia sit up, her hands steady and professional. 'You're now officially marked as Lady Ashford's property. Congratulations, Lot Twenty-Seven. You're a premium asset with a premium owner.'

Congratulations. The word felt absurd in this context. She was being congratulated on being branded, on being owned, on being transferred from one institution to another.

But as she rose from the chair, as she felt the dressing against her hip, she couldn't summon the anger she would have felt six weeks ago. She was property. She was owned. And Lady Ashford, at least, had spoken of becoming and autonomy and purpose.

She would find out soon enough what those words meant.

The administrative wing was warmer than the processing area.

Cain escorted her through corridors that gradually regained the polished, decorative character of Dominion's public spaces. The lighting softened, the floors gleamed, the walls displayed the same abstract art she had seen throughout the facility.

They stopped before a set of double doors that were slightly ajar, the sounds of conversation filtering through.

'Lady Ashford is inside,' Cain said. 'She'll want to speak with you before transport.' He paused, his expression unreadable. 'You've been one of my most successful trainees, Lot Twenty-Seven. I hope you find what you're looking for in your new life.'

The words carried a weight she couldn't quite interpret. She nodded, not trusting her voice, and pushed through the doors.

The room beyond was elegantly appointed—a parlour of some kind, with comfortable seating, warm lighting, and windows that looked out onto grounds she had never seen. Lady Ashford stood by one of the windows, her silver hair catching the light, her burgundy dress exchanged for something more practical—dark trousers, a cream blouse, a jacket draped over one arm.

'Lot Twenty-Seven,' she said, turning as Cassia entered. 'Or should I say, Cassia. That is your name, isn't it?'

The question was the same one Lady Ashford had asked after the auction. Cassia wondered if it was a test, or simply a reminder that she was still a person beneath the designation.

'Yes,' she said. 'That's my name.'

Lady Ashford nodded, gesturing toward a chair. 'Please, sit. We have a few minutes before we leave, and I want to explain what you can expect.'

Cassia sat. The chair was comfortable, the upholstery soft beneath her. She was still wearing the deep blue robe—hadn't been given anything else to wear, hadn't been told what was appropriate for transport.

'You performed beautifully last night,' Lady Ashford began, her voice calm and measured. 'The control you demonstrated during the extended denial was exceptional. That's rare, even among trained assets. Most subjects break under that kind of pressure—they lose control, they release prematurely, they fail to demonstrate the composure that buyers value.'

The words settled into Cassia's chest, warm and uncomfortable. She had performed well. She had been told this repeatedly—by Marlo, by Dr Vane, by the buyers who had examined her during inspections. But hearing it from the woman who now owned her carried different weight.

'Thank you,' she said, the words feeling inadequate.

Lady Ashford smiled—a genuine expression that transformed her sharp features into something almost warm. 'You're welcome. But I want you to understand something, Cassia. I didn't purchase you solely for your production capacity, impressive as it is. I purchased you because I see potential in you that goes beyond physical capability.'

Potential. The word made something twist in her chest. What potential could she possibly have? She was property. She existed to produce, to perform, to be used.

'What kind of potential?' she asked, hating the tremor in her voice.

Lady Ashford studied her for a long moment. Then she moved to sit in the chair opposite Cassia, her posture relaxed but her gaze sharp.

'I've been collecting assets for twenty years,' she said, her voice thoughtful. 'In that time, I've learned to recognise certain qualities—qualities that distinguish exceptional property from merely adequate. Some assets submit because they have no choice. They endure, they perform, they survive. But they never truly become what they could be.'

She paused, letting the words settle.

'Other assets—and you are one of them—submit because something inside them needs to. Not because they're weak, or broken, or incapable of resistance. But because they recognise, on some level, that surrender is the path to becoming something more than they were.'

Cassia felt her throat tighten. The words cut too close to something she had been trying not to examine—the strange, twisting pride she had felt during the auction, the way her body had responded to being seen, the part of her that had wanted to perform well, to prove herself valuable.

'I don't understand,' she said, the words barely above a whisper.

'You will,' Lady Ashford said gently. 'In time. For now, I want you to know what to expect when we arrive at my estate.'

Lady Ashford's explanation was thorough.

The estate was located in the northern territories—a remote region known for its harsh winters and sparse population. The property itself was extensive, encompassing several hundred acres of forest and meadow, with a main house and several outbuildings dedicated to various functions.

'You'll be housed in the east wing,' Lady Ashford explained. 'It's reserved for my personal assets—those I've selected for long-term development. You'll have your own room, access to communal spaces, and a schedule that includes training, production, and education.'

Education. The word caught Cassia off guard. What education could an asset possibly need?

'What kind of education?' she asked.

Lady Ashford's expression shifted, something like satisfaction flickering in her eyes. 'Assets in my household have opportunities that most don't. You'll learn not just how to serve, but why. You'll study the history and theory of ownership, the dynamics of power exchange, the art of presentation. And if you demonstrate aptitude, you may eventually be given responsibilities beyond the standard scope.'

Responsibilities. The word seemed at odds with everything she had been taught about being property. Assets didn't have responsibilities—they had duties, obligations, commands to follow. Responsibilities implied agency, choice, the capacity to make decisions.

'I don't understand,' she said again, hating how repetitive the words sounded.

Lady Ashford leaned forward slightly, her gaze intensifying. 'I told you during the inspection that I collect assets who are becoming. I meant it. I'm not interested in breaking you down, in reducing you to nothing but a body that produces. I'm interested in building you up—helping you become something more than you were when you arrived.'

She paused, letting the words settle.

'You were a maintenance worker, Cassia. You were invisible, desperate, stealing scraps to fund an escape that would never have worked. You had no future, no prospects, no value in the world you inhabited.' Her voice softened. 'Now you have all of those things. You're valuable. You're wanted. You have a place and a purpose.' She leaned back. 'The question is whether you'll accept what that means, or whether you'll spend your time fighting a battle you've already lost.'

The words hit her like a physical blow. She had been fighting—or at least, she had thought she was fighting. She had held onto her anger, her defiance, her conviction that she was being wronged. But somewhere along the way, that fight had transformed into something else. She had begun to perform, to engage, to find pride in her visibility.

She had already lost the battle. She just hadn't admitted it to herself.

'What happens if I accept?' she asked, her voice steady despite the turmoil inside her.

Lady Ashford smiled again, and this time there was no mistaking the warmth in it. 'Then you'll thrive. You'll develop your capabilities, earn privileges, and eventually become something you can't even imagine right now.' She paused. 'But acceptance doesn't mean surrendering who you are. It means understanding that who you're becoming is not a betrayal of who you were—it's an evolution.'

Evolution. The word settled into her chest, strange and uncomfortable, but somehow right.

'I think...' She hesitated, searching for words. 'I think I've already started accepting. I just didn't realise it until now.'

Lady Ashford nodded, as if she had expected this answer. 'Good. Then we can begin properly.' She rose from her chair, her posture shifting to something more businesslike. 'The transport is waiting. Are you ready to leave?'

Ready. The word felt inadequate for what she was about to do—leave behind the only world she had known for six weeks, embark on a journey to an unknown future, begin a life as someone's property.

But she was as ready as she would ever be.

'Yes,' she said, rising from her chair. 'I'm ready.'

The transport was a sleek vehicle, designed for comfort and privacy.

Cassia sat in the back, the deep blue robe wrapped around her, her hands folded in her lap. Lady Ashford sat across from her, reviewing something on a tablet, her expression focused and calm.

Through the tinted windows, she watched Dominion disappear.

The facility that had been her prison, her training ground, her transformation site—receded into the distance, its walls and towers growing smaller until they were just shapes against the horizon. She had arrived in chains, angry and defiant. She was leaving in silk, owned and uncertain.

But not afraid.

Or at least, not as afraid as she would have expected.

'You're handling this well,' Lady Ashford observed, not looking up from her tablet. 'Most assets are more emotional during transfer. They cry, or plead, or try to negotiate terms that have already been set.'

'What would be the point?' Cassia asked, surprising herself with the question. 'The terms have been set. I've been sold. Crying won't change that.'

Lady Ashford looked up then, her sharp eyes assessing. 'Pragmatism. That's another quality I value. Assets who understand the reality of their situation, rather than wasting energy on futile resistance.'

'I've spent my whole life being pragmatic,' Cassia said, the words coming out before she could stop them. 'It's how I survived as a maintenance worker. It's how I survived at Dominion. And it's how I'll survive this.'

Lady Ashford's expression shifted, something that might have been respect flickering in her eyes. 'Survival is a baseline, Cassia. I'm not interested in whether you'll survive. I'm interested in whether you'll thrive.'

The word hung in the air between them, weighted with implication. Thrive. She had never thought about thriving—only about surviving, about making it through each day, about staying alive long enough to find some kind of future.

But maybe that was the point. Maybe survival wasn't enough anymore. Maybe she was meant for something more.

'I don't know how to thrive,' she admitted, the words feeling strange in her mouth. 'I've never had the luxury of thinking beyond survival.'

'Then you'll learn,' Lady Ashford said simply. 'I'll teach you.'

The journey took several hours.

They travelled through landscapes Cassia had never seen—forests that stretched to the horizon, mountains that rose in the distance, villages that appeared and disappeared in the blink of an eye. The northern territories were beautiful, in a harsh and unforgiving way, their beauty underscored by the knowledge that survival here required strength and adaptation.

She understood that. She had been surviving through adaptation her entire life.

As the sun began to set, the transport turned onto a private road that wound through dense forest. The trees pressed close on either side, their branches creating a canopy that filtered the last light into something golden and strange.

And then, emerging from the forest, she saw it.

The estate.

It was larger than she had expected—a sprawling structure of stone and glass, its architecture suggesting both age and careful maintenance. Wings extended from the main building, their windows glowing with warm light. Gardens surrounded the property, their winter-bare branches hinting at the beauty they would display in warmer months.

'Welcome to Ashford Hall,' Lady Ashford said, her voice carrying a note of pride. 'Your new home.'

Home. The word felt strange, applied to a place she had never seen, owned by a woman she had just met. But as the transport pulled to a stop before the entrance, she felt something settle in her chest.

Not fear. Not resignation. Something that felt almost like... belonging.

She belonged here now. She was Lady Ashford's property, and this was where she would live, would serve, would become whatever she was meant to be.

The door opened, and she stepped out into the cold northern air.

The interior of Ashford Hall was warm and elegant.

A staff member—a woman in a simple grey uniform, her collar marking her as an asset rather than a free employee—met them at the entrance. She bowed her head respectfully to Lady Ashford, then turned her attention to Cassia.

'Welcome to Ashford Hall,' she said, her voice soft but clear. 'I'm Vera. I'll be your guide as you settle in.'

Cassia nodded, not sure what to say. The woman was an asset—someone like her, owned and trained and serving. But there was something in her bearing that suggested... contentment? Acceptance? She didn't seem broken, or desperate, or resigned. She seemed calm, composed, almost serene.

'I'll show you to your room,' Vera continued, gesturing toward a staircase that curved upward into the east wing. 'You'll have time to rest before dinner. Lady Ashford prefers to give new arrivals a chance to acclimate before introducing them to the household.'

The room was on the second floor, at the end of a corridor lined with doors. Each door, Cassia noticed, bore a small plaque with a name—not a number, not a designation, but an actual name.

Thalia. Mira. Sera. And finally, at the end of the corridor: Cassia.

Her name. On her door.

She stopped, staring at the plaque, something tightening in her chest.

'Assets at Ashford Hall retain their names,' Vera explained, her voice gentle. 'Lady Ashford believes that identity matters—that who you were, and who you're becoming, should be acknowledged rather than erased.'

The words made something crack inside her—something she had been holding rigid since her capture, since her collaring, since every moment of being called Lot Twenty-Seven instead of who she was.

'Thank you,' she said, and the words came out rough, thick with emotion she hadn't expected.

Vera smiled, a soft expression that suggested understanding. 'Rest now. Dinner is at seven. I'll come to escort you.'

And then she was gone, leaving Cassia alone in her room.

The room was beautiful.

Larger than her quarters at Dominion by far, it contained a bed with soft linens, a seating area with comfortable chairs, a desk with writing supplies, and a window that looked out onto the gardens. A door led to a private bathroom, complete with a tub that looked large enough to sink into and disappear.

But what caught her attention most was the wardrobe.

It was filled with clothing—not the shifts and robes she had worn at Dominion, but actual garments. Dresses in various colours, trousers and blouses, even a few items that looked designed for outdoor activity. All of it was elegant, well-made, clearly chosen with care.

And on the inside of the wardrobe door, a note in Lady Ashford's handwriting:

You are not required to wear anything specific in your personal time. Choose what feels right. Your body is mine, but your comfort matters.

Your body is mine, but your comfort matters.

The words were a contradiction—ownership and care, possession and consideration. They shouldn't have made sense. But somehow, standing in her room in a place she had never been, owned by a woman she had just met, they did.

She was property. She was owned. But she was also... seen. Acknowledged. Treated as someone whose experience mattered.

It was more than she had ever had as a free person.

She sat on the edge of the bed, the deep blue robe pooling around her, and let the silence settle around her. She was exhausted—the auction, the processing, the transport, the arrival. Her body ached from the demonstration, her mind reeled from the changes, her emotions swung between fear and hope and something she couldn't name.

But beneath it all, she felt something else.

A strange, quiet sense of rightness.

She didn't know what her life at Ashford Hall would be like. She didn't know what Lady Ashford would expect of her, what she would be asked to do or give or become. She didn't know if she would thrive, or merely survive, or something in between.

But she knew, with a certainty that settled deep in her bones, that she was where she was meant to be.

She lay back on the bed, the soft linens cool against her skin, and let her eyes close. Tomorrow, her new life would begin in earnest. Tonight, she would rest.

And for the first time since her capture, she fell asleep without dreaming of escape.


Chapter Eleven - Pride

She woke to soft light filtering through curtains she didn't recognise.

For a moment, she lay still, her mind grasping for context—the shape of the room, the quality of the air, the weight of the silence. None of it matched the quarters she had occupied for six weeks at Dominion. None of it matched the maintenance worker's existence she had lived before that.

Then the memories surfaced, and she remembered.

Lady Ashford. The auction. The transport. The estate.

She was at Ashford Hall now. She belonged to Lady Ashford. She was property.

The thought didn't carry the same weight it would have six weeks ago. Then, it would have been unbearable—a violation so profound that she would have fought against it with everything she had. Now, it simply... was. A fact of her existence, like the colour of her eyes or the shape of her hands.

She sat up slowly, the deep blue robe tangling around her legs. The light through the curtains suggested mid-morning—far later than she had been permitted to sleep at Dominion, where schedules were rigid and enforced. But no one had come to wake her. No one had demanded she rise for training or examination or performance.

She had been allowed to rest.

The realization settled into her chest, warm and unfamiliar. She had been allowed to rest. Her needs—her exhaustion, her recovery—had been considered. That was new. That was different from everything she had experienced since her capture.

She rose from the bed and moved to the wardrobe, her fingers trailing over the garments inside. Dresses in deep colours—burgundy, forest green, midnight blue. Trousers in soft fabrics that would move with her body. Blouses that suggested elegance without constraint.

She chose a dress in midnight blue, the fabric cool against her skin as she pulled it on. It fit perfectly—as if it had been made for her, which perhaps it had. Lady Ashford had purchased her for one hundred thousand credits. A few custom garments were negligible in comparison.

She was fastening the buttons when a soft knock sounded at the door.

'Come in,' she said, the words feeling strange in her mouth. She hadn't been permitted to invite anyone into her space since her capture. Space itself hadn't belonged to her.

The door opened to reveal Vera, the asset who had guided her the night before. Vera's expression was warm, her posture relaxed, her collar visible at her throat—a delicate silver band that looked more like jewellery than the functional device Cassia wore.

'Good morning,' Vera said, her voice soft but clear. 'I hope you slept well.'

'I did.' The words came automatically, but they were true. She had slept deeply, dreamlessly, her body surrendering to exhaustion without resistance. 'What happens now?'

Vera smiled, a knowing expression that suggested she understood the question beneath the question. What is my life going to be? What will I be required to do? What have I become?

'Breakfast is served in the dining room,' Vera said. 'Lady Ashford takes her morning meal at eight, and she's requested that you join her. After that, she'll give you a tour of the estate and introduce you to the household.' She paused. 'You have time to freshen up first, if you'd like.'

Freshen up. The phrase was so ordinary, so domestic, that it almost made her laugh. She had expected... something else. Instructions, protocols, demands. Not time to freshen up before breakfast.

'Thank you,' she said, the words feeling inadequate. 'I'll be ready soon.'

Vera nodded and withdrew, leaving Cassia alone with her thoughts.

The bathroom was as elegant as the rest of her quarters.

A tub large enough for two, a shower with multiple heads, a vanity stocked with products that smelled of subtle florals and clean musk. She stood before the mirror, examining her reflection, looking for evidence of what she had become.

The woman who looked back at her was not the maintenance worker who had been caught stealing. That woman had been thin from insufficient food, her skin dull from exhaustion, her eyes hard with the determination to survive. This woman was fuller—her body reshaped by hormonal priming, her skin glowing with health, her eyes carrying something that looked almost like composure.

She touched the collar at her throat, feeling the smooth metal against her fingers. It was different from the functional device she had worn at Dominion—more refined, more elegant, designed to look like adornment rather than control. But she knew its purpose was the same. It marked her as property. It reminded her of her place.

She bathed quickly, dressed again in the midnight blue garment, and made her way to the dining room.

Lady Ashford was already seated when Cassia arrived.

The dining room was intimate, designed for comfort rather than formality. A table of dark wood dominated the space, set with dishes of food that smelled fresh and inviting. Lady Ashford sat at one end, a cup of tea before her, a tablet propped against a small stand.

'Good morning,' she said, looking up as Cassia entered. 'Please, sit. Eat. You must be hungry.'

She was hungry—her stomach had been empty since before the auction, her body depleted by the demonstration and the journey. She sat in the chair indicated, across from Lady Ashford, and began to fill her plate from the dishes on the table.

For several minutes, they ate in silence. The food was good—better than anything she had eaten at Dominion, where nutrition was prioritized over flavour. Here, both seemed to matter.

'I trust you slept well,' Lady Ashford said finally, setting down her fork.

'I did.' Cassia hesitated, then added: 'Thank you. For allowing me to rest.'

Lady Ashford's expression shifted, something that might have been approval flickering in her eyes. 'Rest is part of your function now. Your body needs to recover from the demands placed on it. If you're exhausted, you can't perform at your best.'

Perform. The word reminded her that she was here to perform, to serve, to give. Whatever comfort she was being offered existed in service of her function.

'What will my function be?' she asked, the question emerging before she could stop it. 'What do you expect of me?'

Lady Ashford studied her for a long moment. Then she set down her tablet and folded her hands on the table.

'You were sold as a premium production asset,' she said, her voice calm and measured. 'That's part of what you'll do here. You'll continue the training you began at Dominion—developing your capacity, refining your responses, learning to produce on command.' She paused. 'But that's not all I purchased you for.'

Cassia waited, her heart beating faster.

'I told you that I collect assets who are becoming,' Lady Ashford continued. 'I meant that literally. My household is designed to develop potential—not just physical capability, but psychological and emotional depth. You'll serve in multiple capacities here. You'll produce, yes. But you'll also learn to present, to entertain, to engage with guests on intellectual and emotional levels.' Her gaze sharpened. 'You'll learn to take pride in what you do. Not because you're forced to, but because you genuinely find value in it.'

Pride. The word made something twist in her chest. She had felt something like pride during the auction—the strange, twisting satisfaction of being wanted, of being valued, of proving herself exceptional. But that had been involuntary, a response she hadn't chosen.

'I don't know if I can feel pride in being owned,' she said honestly.

Lady Ashford smiled, a genuine expression that softened her sharp features. 'You already do. You just haven't admitted it to yourself yet.' She rose from the table, her posture shifting to something more businesslike. 'Finish your breakfast. I'll give you a tour of the estate, and then we'll discuss your training schedule.'

The tour was extensive.

Ashford Hall was larger than it appeared from the outside, its wings extending into gardens and courtyards that had been hidden by the approach. Lady Ashford led her through corridors lined with art—paintings and sculptures that depicted women in various states of presentation, their bodies beautiful and unashamed.

'This is the east wing,' Lady Ashford explained as they walked. 'It houses my personal assets—those I've selected for long-term development. Each of them has a private room, access to communal spaces, and a schedule tailored to their specific capabilities.'

They passed doors with name plaques like the one on Cassia's room—Thalia, Mira, Sera—and Lady Ashford paused at each one, describing the asset within.

'Thalia is a performance specialist. She was trained in dance before her acquisition, and I've developed that capability into something extraordinary.' A note of pride entered her voice. 'Mira produces at exceptional levels—her yield during demonstrations regularly exceeds projections. And Sera...' She paused at the final door, her expression thoughtful. 'Sera is something special. She was a priestess before she came to me. Her understanding of ritual and ceremony adds a dimension to my household that I value highly.'

Priestess. The word caught Cassia's attention. She had heard of the Temple Creamery—the religious institution that operated within the same hidden network as Dominion. Some assets were trained there, conditioned through sacred ritual rather than clinical process.

'Sera came from the Temple?' she asked.

'Indirectly.' Lady Ashford's voice was carefully neutral. 'She chose to leave and was eventually acquired through private channels. Her training there informs her service here, but she's been with me for three years now.'

Three years. The thought settled into Cassia's chest. Sera had been here for three years—had served, had developed, had apparently thrived enough to remain.

'Are they happy?' she asked, the question escaping before she could consider whether it was appropriate.

Lady Ashford turned to face her, her expression unreadable. 'What do you think happiness means for someone in their position?'

The question made her pause. What did happiness mean for an asset? She had never considered it before. Assets existed to serve, to produce, to perform. Their feelings were irrelevant to their function.

'I don't know,' she admitted.

'Then that's something you'll learn,' Lady Ashford said. 'Come. There's more to see.'

The tour continued through the main house and into the grounds.

Gardens stretched behind the estate, their winter-bare branches hinting at the beauty they would display in warmer months. A path wound through them to a separate building—smaller than the main house, but no less elegant.

'This is the training facility,' Lady Ashford explained as they approached. 'It's where you'll spend most of your scheduled hours. Production training, presentation refinement, performance development—all of it happens here.'

The interior was clinical but not cold. Equipment lined the walls—some of it recognizable from Dominion, some of it unfamiliar. Examination tables, production apparatus, devices she couldn't identify. But there were also mirrors, barres like those in a dance studio, and what appeared to be a small stage at one end.

'You'll train here daily,' Lady Ashford continued. 'Your schedule will include production sessions, presentation practice, and what I call "development exercises"—activities designed to deepen your understanding of your function and refine your response to various stimuli.'

Development exercises. The phrase was vague, but Cassia suspected it meant something far more intimate than the clinical training she had received at Dominion.

'What kind of exercises?' she asked.

Lady Ashford's expression shifted, something predatory flickering behind her composed exterior. 'The kind that teach you to feel. To respond authentically. To find pleasure in what you do.' She moved closer, her voice dropping. 'Dominion trained your body. I'm going to train your mind and your heart.'

The words sent a shiver through her that had nothing to do with the cold. Lady Ashford was talking about something more than physical conditioning—something that touched the parts of her she had been trying not to examine.

'I don't know if I can do that,' she said, her voice steadier than she felt.

'You can.' Lady Ashford's gaze held hers. 'You already have. The pride you felt during the auction—that was the beginning. I'm going to help you develop it into something more.'

The training room was at the far end of the facility.

Unlike the clinical spaces they had passed, this room was designed for comfort. Soft lighting, padded surfaces, a bed that looked more appropriate for a bedroom than a training space. But there was also equipment—restraints at the headboard and footboard, a cabinet of supplies that Cassia didn't examine too closely, and a chair positioned to provide a clear view of the bed.

'Sit,' Lady Ashford said, gesturing to the chair.

Cassia sat. Her heart was beating faster now, her body responding to the shift in atmosphere. This was different from the examinations at Dominion, different from the production demonstrations, different from anything she had experienced.

Lady Ashford moved to the cabinet and withdrew several items—items Cassia couldn't see clearly from her position. When she turned back, her expression was calm but her eyes held a heat that made Cassia's stomach tighten.

'You were sold as a premium production asset,' Lady Ashford said, her voice measured. 'But you're also something else. You're an asset who responds to being seen. Who finds arousal in visibility. Who performed better during the auction because she was being watched.'

The words made Cassia's face heat. They were true—she couldn't deny it. But hearing them spoken aloud, in this intimate space, made them feel more real.

'I'm going to explore that with you,' Lady Ashford continued. 'I'm going to help you understand what it means to find pleasure in your function. And I'm going to teach you that pride isn't something to be ashamed of—it's something to be cultivated.'

She moved closer, her presence commanding despite her relatively small stature. When she reached Cassia's chair, she reached out and tilted her chin up, forcing their eyes to meet.

'Do you consent to this?'

The question caught her off guard. Consent. She had never been asked for consent—not at Dominion, not during her capture, not during any of the procedures and demonstrations she had endured. She was property. Property didn't consent.

But Lady Ashford was asking. And the question carried weight—weight that made something shift inside her.

'I...' She hesitated, searching for words. 'I don't know how to answer that. I'm yours. You don't need my consent.'

Lady Ashford's expression hardened fractionally. 'That's where you're wrong. I own your body, yes. I can do whatever I want with it, within the bounds of the law and my own ethical code. But I'm not interested in taking something you haven't offered.' Her grip on Cassia's chin tightened slightly. 'I want you to choose this. Not because you have to, but because you want to. Because you understand that serving me—finding pleasure in serving me—is what you're meant to do.'

The words cut through her confusion, settling into a place she hadn't known existed. Lady Ashford was offering her a choice—not a choice to leave, not a choice to escape, but a choice to engage. To participate in her own servitude. To find meaning in what she was becoming.

'I don't know if I can want this,' she said honestly, her voice barely above a whisper.

'You don't have to know yet.' Lady Ashford's grip softened, her thumb tracing along Cassia's jaw. 'You just have to be willing to find out.' She released Cassia's chin and stepped back. 'Stand up. Remove your dress.'

The command was direct, but the tone was not harsh.

Cassia rose from the chair, her hands moving to the buttons of the midnight blue dress. She undid them slowly, her fingers slightly unsteady, her body responding to the shift in dynamic. When the last button was undone, she let the garment slide from her shoulders and pool at her feet.

She stood before Lady Ashford in nothing but her collar.

Lady Ashford's gaze moved over her body with the same clinical assessment she had used during the inspection—but there was something else beneath it now. Something that made Cassia's skin prickle with awareness.

'Beautiful,' Lady Ashford murmured. 'The hormonal priming has been effective. Your body is designed for function, but that doesn't mean it can't also be beautiful.' She moved closer, her hand reaching out to trace the curve of Cassia's hip. 'Do you know what this mark means?'

Her fingers brushed the brand at Cassia's hip—the modified mark that now designated her as Lady Ashford's property.

'It means I belong to you.'

'It means more than that.' Lady Ashford's voice was soft but intense. 'It means you've been chosen. Selected from among thousands of assets for your exceptional qualities. It means someone looked at you and decided you were worth one hundred thousand credits—worth the investment of resources and attention required to develop your potential.' Her hand moved higher, tracing the line of Cassia's waist. 'It means you have value. Not just as a body that produces, but as a person who serves.'

Person. The word made something crack inside her. She was a person. She had almost forgotten that.

'Now,' Lady Ashford said, her voice shifting to something more commanding, 'I want you to lie on the bed. Face up. Arms above your head.'

The bed was soft beneath her.

Cassia positioned herself as instructed, her arms stretched above her head, her body exposed and vulnerable. Lady Ashford moved around the bed, securing her wrists to the restraints at the headboard—not tight enough to hurt, but firm enough to prevent movement.

'Why are you restraining me?' she asked, hating how small her voice sounded.

Lady Ashford paused in her movements, her expression thoughtful. 'Because I want you to understand something. You're not being restrained because you might try to escape. You're being restrained because I want you to feel the reality of your position. You can't move. You can't control what happens to you. You can only receive.'

Receive. The word settled into her chest. She was here to receive—to take in whatever Lady Ashford chose to give her. And she couldn't stop it. Couldn't influence it. Could only experience it.

That should have terrified her. But instead, she felt something else. Something that might have been... relief.

She didn't have to control this. She didn't have to figure out the right move, the right response, the right way to survive. She could simply... be. Be acted upon. Be used. Be whatever Lady Ashford wanted her to be.

'Good,' Lady Ashford murmured, as if sensing the shift in her. 'You're already learning.'

Lady Ashford began slowly.

Her hands moved over Cassia's body with clinical precision—not designed to arouse, but to assess. She traced the lines of muscle and bone, the curves that hormonal priming had developed, the areas where production capacity was concentrated.

'Your body has been shaped for function,' she observed, her voice calm. 'Dominion does excellent work. But function without feeling is incomplete.' Her hand moved to Cassia's breast, cupping the weight of it, running her thumb across the nipple. 'Do you feel that?'

Cassia gasped, her body responding to the touch. 'Yes.'

'What do you feel?'

The question was direct, demanding an answer she wasn't sure she could give. But Lady Ashford was waiting, and the restraints at her wrists reminded her that she had no choice but to respond.

'Warmth,' she said, the words coming slowly. 'Pressure. A kind of... tightening. Like something is being pulled from inside me.'

'Good.' Lady Ashford's hand moved to her other breast, giving it the same attention. 'That's production response. Your body is preparing to give. But I want you to feel something else.' Her touch shifted, becoming less clinical and more intimate. 'I want you to feel pleasure.'

The word made Cassia's stomach tighten. Pleasure. She had experienced pleasure during the auction—the overwhelming release that had crashed through her at the end of the demonstration. But that had been clinical, controlled, part of a performance designed to increase her value.

This was different. This was personal.

Lady Ashford's hands continued their exploration, moving lower, tracing the curves of her waist and hips. When they reached the junction of her thighs, Cassia felt her body tense—anticipation and fear mingling into something she couldn't name.

'Relax,' Lady Ashford murmured. 'Let me show you what your body can feel.'

The pleasure built slowly.

Lady Ashford's touch was expert—knowing exactly where to press, where to stroke, where to linger. She didn't rush, didn't push for immediate response. She simply... explored. Taking her time. Learning Cassia's body in a way that no one ever had.

And Cassia felt herself responding.

Not because she was required to. Not because performance demanded it. But because Lady Ashford's touch was awakening something inside her—something that had been dormant for years, suppressed by survival and desperation and the grinding weight of simply getting through each day.

She was feeling. She was responding. She was experiencing something other than endurance.

'Do you like this?' Lady Ashford asked, her voice soft.

'Yes.' The word came out breathless, honest. 'I... I like it.'

'That's good.' Lady Ashford's touch intensified slightly, her fingers finding the places that made Cassia's breath catch. 'Pleasure is part of your function now. You're allowed to enjoy it. You're encouraged to enjoy it.' Her voice dropped lower. 'I want you to enjoy it.'

The permission settled into Cassia's chest, warm and strange. She was allowed to enjoy this. She wasn't being asked to perform, to produce, to demonstrate. She was being asked to feel. And she was being told that feeling was good.

The pleasure built higher. Her body strained against the restraints—not trying to escape, but responding to sensation she couldn't contain. Lady Ashford's touch was relentless but gentle, pushing her toward an edge she could feel approaching.

'I'm going to...' The words came out broken. 'I'm going to—'

'Not yet.' Lady Ashford's touch eased, pulling her back from the edge. 'Control. You learned control at Dominion. Use it.'

Control. She had learned control during the pressure cycle training—had learned to hold back the release her body craved until permission was given. But this was different. This wasn't about production. This was about pleasure. About feeling. About something she hadn't known she needed.

'Please,' she gasped, the word escaping before she could stop it. 'Please, I need—'

'What do you need?' Lady Ashford's voice was calm, controlled. 'Tell me.'

The demand made something break inside her. 'I need to come. Please. I can't hold it—'

'You can.' Lady Ashford's touch intensified again, pushing her back toward the edge. 'And you will. When I give permission.'

The denial was almost unbearable. Her body was screaming for release, every nerve ending demanding satisfaction. But Lady Ashford was in control. Lady Ashford decided when—and if—she would be permitted to finish.

And some part of her—the part that had learned to perform, to respond, to find value in being controlled—was grateful for that.

The pleasure became overwhelming.

Lady Ashford brought her to the edge again and again, each time pulling her back before she could fall. The restraints held her in place, preventing the movement her body desperately wanted to make. She could only receive—could only feel—could only wait for permission that might or might not come.

'You're doing well,' Lady Ashford murmured, her voice carrying a note of approval. 'Your control is exceptional. But I want more than control from you.'

'What?' The word came out as a sob. 'What do you want?'

Lady Ashford's touch stilled, and she moved to look directly into Cassia's eyes. Her expression was serious, her gaze intense.

'I want you to ask for it,' she said quietly. 'Not because you need the release—though you do. But because you want it. Because you understand that being here, in this moment, is where you're meant to be.'

The words cut through the haze of sensation, settling into a place Cassia hadn't known existed. Lady Ashford was asking her to choose. Not just to consent, but to want. To embrace. To find meaning in what was happening to her.

'I don't know if I can,' she whispered.

'You can.' Lady Ashford's voice was firm. 'You've already started. You performed at the auction not because you were forced to, but because some part of you wanted to prove your value. You responded to the buyers not because you had no choice, but because some part of you enjoyed being seen.' Her hand moved to Cassia's face, cupping her cheek. 'That part of you is why I bought you. That part of you is what makes you exceptional. Now let yourself feel it.'

The permission—the demand—settled into her chest. She was exceptional. She was valuable. She was wanted.

And she was allowed to want back.

'Please,' she said, and this time the word carried different weight. 'Please let me come. I want it. I want you to give it to me.'

Lady Ashford smiled—a genuine expression that transformed her sharp features into something almost tender. 'Good girl,' she murmured. 'Now.'

The orgasm crashed through her like a wave breaking against rocks.

She felt it in every part of her body—her back arching against the restraints, her muscles clenching and releasing, her vision going white as sensation overwhelmed everything else. But this time, the pleasure was different. This time, she wasn't performing for an audience or producing for a demonstration. She was simply... feeling. Receiving. Surrendering to something she had chosen.

And beneath the pleasure, something else stirred.

Pride.

Not the twisted, reluctant pride she had felt during the auction. This was something cleaner—something that felt like recognition. Like acceptance. Like finally understanding what she was meant to be.

She was property. She was owned. And she was finding value in that.

The aftermath was quiet.

Lady Ashford released her from the restraints, her movements gentle, her expression satisfied. She helped Cassia sit up, steadying her when her body swayed from the intensity of what she had experienced.

'How do you feel?' Lady Ashford asked, her voice soft.

Cassia considered the question. How did she feel? Exhausted. Overwhelmed. Confused. But beneath all of that, something else.

'I feel...' She paused, searching for words. 'I feel like I understand something I didn't before.'

'What's that?'

She met Lady Ashford's eyes, held them. 'I feel like I'm allowed to want this. Like being here—being yours—isn't just something that happened to me. It's something I can choose.'

Lady Ashford's expression softened. 'That's the most important lesson you'll learn here. Submission isn't about being broken. It's about choosing to surrender. And you've just taken the first step.'

The first step. The words implied a journey—a process of becoming that would continue beyond this moment. She didn't know what the next steps would look like, what she would be asked to do or give or become. But for the first time since her capture, she felt something that might have been hope.

Not hope for escape. Not hope for freedom. But hope that she could find meaning in what she was becoming. That she could be more than a body that produced—that she could be a person who served with intention and purpose and even pride.

'Thank you,' she said, the words feeling inadequate for what she was trying to express.

Lady Ashford smiled again, and this time there was no mistaking the warmth in it. 'You're welcome. Now rest. We'll continue your training tomorrow.'

Vera appeared to guide her back to her room.

The walk through the corridors felt different now—less like navigating an unfamiliar space and more like moving through a place that was beginning to feel like home. The other assets they passed nodded to her, their expressions welcoming, their postures relaxed.

These were women like her. Owned, trained, serving. And they appeared... content. Not broken. Not desperate. Content.

When she reached her room, she paused at the door, looking at the plaque with her name. Cassia. Not Lot Twenty-Seven. Not asset. Cassia.

She was a person. She still had a name. And she was beginning to understand that being owned didn't have to mean being erased.

She entered her room and collapsed onto the bed, her body exhausted, her mind still processing everything that had happened. The auction. The sale. The arrival at Ashford Hall. And the session with Lady Ashford—the pleasure, the permission, the pride.

She had been sold for one hundred thousand credits. She had been purchased by a woman who saw potential in her, who wanted to develop her, who believed she could become something more than she was.

And she was beginning to believe it too.

She closed her eyes and let sleep claim her, her body still humming with the echoes of pleasure. Tomorrow, her training would continue. Tomorrow, she would learn more about what she was meant to be.

But tonight, she rested.

And for the first time since her capture, she didn't dream of escape.

She dreamed of becoming.


Chapter Twelve -  Becoming

The days that followed settled into a rhythm.

Cassia learned the shape of her new life through repetition—waking to soft light through curtains, dressing in garments she chose herself, walking through corridors that grew more familiar with each passing hour. The estate operated on schedules that were structured but not rigid, allowing for variation based on individual needs and development.

Breakfast with Lady Ashford became a daily ritual. They would sit in the small dining room, eating food that was both nourishing and flavourful, discussing the day ahead. Lady Ashford used these meals to teach—explaining the philosophy that underpinned her household, the history of the institution she had built, the principles that guided her approach to ownership.

'An asset who is broken is an asset who cannot grow,' she said one morning, her voice thoughtful. 'I'm not interested in destroying who you were. I'm interested in helping you become who you're meant to be.'

The words echoed through Cassia's mind long after the meal ended. Become who you're meant to be. She still wasn't sure what that meant, exactly. But she was beginning to feel the shape of it—the gradual emergence of something new from the wreckage of what she had been.

Training occupied her mornings.

The facility that Lady Ashford had shown her during the tour became as familiar as her own room. She spent hours there, developing the capabilities that had made her valuable enough to purchase for one hundred thousand credits.

Production training was similar to what she had experienced at Dominion—the suction apparatus, the stimulation protocols, the measurement of output. But the context was different. At Dominion, production had been something extracted from her, a resource to be harvested. At Ashford Hall, it was something she was learning to give.

'Your body responds to intention,' Lady Ashford explained during one session, her clinical demeanour softened by something that might have been warmth. 'When you think of production as something being taken from you, your output is lower. When you think of it as something you're choosing to give, it increases.'

Cassia had tested this theory, experimenting with her own mindset during sessions. And Lady Ashford was right—when she approached production as an act of will rather than an act of submission, her output was measurably higher. Her body was responding to her mind, her physical function shaped by psychological choice.

It was a kind of power she hadn't known she possessed.

The other assets became part of her daily life.

Vera was the first to truly welcome her, appearing at her door on the third morning with an invitation to walk the gardens. The winter air was cold but clear, the bare branches of trees creating patterns against a pale sky.

'How are you settling in?' Vera asked as they walked, her breath visible in the cold.

'Better than I expected,' Cassia admitted. 'I thought...' She hesitated, unsure how to articulate the fear she had carried. 'I thought it would be like Dominion. Clinical. Cold.'

Vera nodded, her expression understanding. 'Lady Ashford is different from the institutions. She sees us as investments—not just financial investments, but emotional ones. She wants us to thrive because thriving assets are valuable assets.' She paused, glancing at Cassia. 'But that doesn't mean she's soft. She has expectations. Standards. And she can be... severe when those standards aren't met.'

'Severe how?'

Vera's expression shifted, something flickering behind her composed exterior. 'There was an asset—before you arrived—who couldn't accept her position. She fought everything. Refused to engage. Treated every session as an assault rather than an opportunity.' She paused. 'Lady Ashford gave her chances. More chances than most owners would. But eventually...' She shook her head. 'She was returned to the auction network. Sold to a different kind of owner.'

The implication settled into Cassia's chest. There were worse places than Ashford Hall. Worse owners than Lady Ashford. She had known this abstractly—had understood that the network included institutions with different philosophies and approaches. But hearing it from someone who had witnessed it made the reality sharper.

'What happened to her?' she asked quietly.

'I don't know.' Vera's voice was soft. 'I try not to think about it.' She turned to face Cassia, her expression serious. 'That's why I accepted my position. Because I understood that the alternative was worse. And because I realised that Lady Ashford's approach—treating us as people, developing our potential—was something I could learn to want.'

'And have you? Learned to want it?'

Vera smiled, a genuine expression that softened her features. 'Most days, yes. Some days are harder than others. But overall...' She nodded slowly. 'I've found something here that I never had before. Purpose. Belonging. A place where I matter.'

Purpose. Belonging. A place where I matter. The words resonated with something Cassia had been feeling but hadn't been able to name. She was finding those things too—slowly, imperfectly, but genuinely.

Sera was different from Vera.

Where Vera was warm and approachable, Sera carried an air of quiet intensity that made her seem older than her years. She had been a priestess before coming to Ashford Hall, and something of that sacred training lingered in her bearing—the deliberate grace of her movements, the measured quality of her speech, the weight she gave to ritual and ceremony.

Cassia encountered her in the training facility one afternoon, both of them scheduled for overlapping sessions. Sera was finishing a production demonstration when Cassia entered, her body positioned on the apparatus with an elegance that made the clinical process look almost liturgical.

'You're the new acquisition,' Sera said, her voice carrying a quality that was both statement and question. 'The one Lady Ashford purchased at the quarterly auction.'

'Cassia,' she said, the name feeling strange in her mouth—too familiar, too personal for the context. 'Yes. I arrived three days ago.'

Sera studied her for a long moment, her dark eyes missing nothing. 'You're adjusting well. Better than most.'

'I had good training at Dominion.' The words came automatically, and she immediately wondered if they were appropriate. Was she supposed to speak of her previous institution? Was that disloyal to Lady Ashford?

Sera seemed to sense her uncertainty. 'There's no conflict in acknowledging where you came from. Dominion produces excellent assets—I've encountered their work before.' She rose from the apparatus with fluid grace, her naked body unselfconscious in a way that suggested years of ritualised exposure. 'But Dominion's approach is limited. They develop the body. Lady Ashford develops the person.'

'That's what she says.' Cassia hesitated, then added: 'I'm not sure I understand what it means yet.'

'You will.' Sera moved to retrieve a robe from a hook on the wall, wrapping it around herself with the same deliberate grace. 'It takes time. And it takes willingness—the genuine kind, not the performed kind.' She paused, her gaze sharpening. 'I was trained in the Temple Creamery before I came here. We were taught that surrender was sacred—that giving ourselves to service was a form of worship. But that teaching was...' She searched for the word. 'Incomplete. It told us to surrender, but it didn't teach us why. Lady Ashford teaches the why.'

'And what's the answer? Why do we surrender?'

Sera smiled, a subtle expression that suggested she had been waiting for the question. 'Because we choose to. Because we find meaning in it. Because becoming property doesn't mean becoming nothing—it means becoming something specific, something intentional, something that serves a purpose larger than ourselves.' She moved toward the door, then paused. 'You'll find your own answer. Everyone here does. And when you do, you'll understand why Lady Ashford's approach is different from the institutions.'

The evening gatherings became another ritual.

Each night, after training and meals and individual sessions, the assets of Ashford Hall assembled in a communal parlour. The space was warm and comfortable, designed for relaxation rather than formality. They would talk, or read, or simply sit together in companionable silence.

It was during one of these gatherings that Cassia learned about the broader network—the interconnected institutions and individuals that comprised the hidden world she had been drawn into.

'There are three major power centres,' Vera explained, her voice low despite the privacy of the setting. 'Dominion, where you were trained, handles induction and basic conditioning. The Temple Creamery approaches things from a religious perspective—surrender as sacred practice. And Vane Biotech develops the technology and medical interventions that make everything possible.'

'And Lady Ashford?' Cassia asked. 'Where does she fit?'

'She's independent—a private collector with connections to all three centres. But she's also...' Vera hesitated, glancing at the other assets in the room. 'She's influential. When she speaks at the annual gatherings, people listen. When she purchases an asset, it signals quality.'

The information settled into Cassia's mind, filling in gaps she hadn't known existed. She was part of something larger than herself—part of a network that spanned institutions and individuals, that operated according to principles and hierarchies she was only beginning to understand.

'Have you ever heard of someone named Mira?' she asked, the name surfacing from a memory she couldn't quite place. 'She was at Dominion—I think she was one of the first assets trained there.'

Vera's expression shifted, something flickering behind her composed exterior. 'Mira Reyes. She was sold to a private collector about a year ago.' She paused. 'Why do you ask?'

'I heard her name mentioned during my processing. Someone said she was... successful. That she'd become something exceptional.'

'She did.' Vera's voice was soft. 'Mira was one of the first assets to truly embrace the training—not just performing, but genuinely accepting. She became a model for what the institutions could produce.' She met Cassia's eyes. 'You remind me of her, actually. The same quality of reluctant engagement. The same gradual shift from resistance to acceptance.'

The comparison made something twist in Cassia's chest. She reminded someone of a model asset—a success story. That should have felt degrading, reducing her to a type, a pattern. Instead, it felt like... recognition. Like she was being seen as part of a lineage, a tradition.

Two weeks into her new life, Lady Ashford summoned her to the training facility.

The session was different from the ones before—not clinical, not focused on production. Lady Ashford led her to a room Cassia hadn't seen, a space that combined the intimacy of a bedroom with the structure of a ritual chamber. Candles provided soft light, their flames reflected in mirrors positioned around the walls. A bed dominated one end of the room, but there was also an altar-like table, its surface covered in objects Cassia couldn't identify from a distance.

'Sit,' Lady Ashford said, gesturing to a chair positioned before the altar.

Cassia sat, her heart beating faster. The atmosphere was charged with something that felt sacred, significant—not sexual, exactly, but intimate in a way that made her skin prickle with awareness.

'You've been with me for two weeks,' Lady Ashford began, her voice measured. 'In that time, you've demonstrated exceptional adaptability. Your production has exceeded projections. Your engagement in training has been genuine. And your psychological development has been...' She paused, a small smile crossing her features. 'Promising.'

'Thank you.' The words came automatically, but she meant them. She had been working hard—not because she was forced to, but because she was beginning to understand that the work mattered. That she mattered.

'I want to formalise your position,' Lady Ashford continued. 'Not just as property, but as part of my household. Part of my legacy.' She moved to the altar, lifting a cloth to reveal objects beneath—a collar of silver filigree, a small branding iron, and a document sealed with wax. 'This is the Rite of Acceptance. It's not required—I could simply continue as we have been. But I offer it to assets who I believe are ready to make a deeper commitment.'

A deeper commitment. The words made her stomach tighten. What did that mean? What was being asked of her?

'I don't understand,' she admitted.

Lady Ashford's expression softened. 'I know. Let me explain.' She moved closer, her gaze holding Cassia's. 'When you were branded at Dominion, the mark signified your status as institutional property. When I modified that brand after purchase, it signified your transfer to my ownership. But the Rite of Acceptance signifies something different—it signifies your choice. Your willingness. Your active participation in what you're becoming.'

Choice. Willingness. Active participation. The words cut through her confusion, settling into a place she hadn't known existed. Lady Ashford was offering her the opportunity to choose—to formally, ritually accept her position rather than simply enduring it.

'What does the rite involve?' she asked, her voice steadier than she felt.

'You'll kneel before me and speak an oath of acceptance. I'll place this collar around your neck—it's different from the one you currently wear, designed for ceremonial rather than functional purposes. And I'll mark you with this.' She lifted the branding iron, its surface bearing a design Cassia couldn't quite make out. 'A second brand, placed beside the first, that signifies not just ownership but belonging.'

Belonging. The word resonated through her, touching something deep and vulnerable. She had never belonged anywhere—not as a maintenance worker, not as a fugitive, not as an asset at Dominion. She had survived, endured, escaped. But she had never belonged.

'I don't know if I'm ready,' she said quietly.

Lady Ashford nodded, as if she had expected this response. 'You don't have to be ready today. The offer will remain open—when you feel prepared to make that commitment, let me know.' She set down the branding iron, her expression thoughtful. 'But I want you to understand something, Cassia. This isn't a test you can fail. It's an invitation. The choice—and it is a choice—belongs entirely to you.'

The invitation haunted her for days.

She thought about it during training, during meals, during the quiet hours in her room. She thought about it as she walked the gardens with Vera, as she observed Sera's ritualised grace, as she watched the other assets move through their daily routines with apparent contentment.

The Rite of Acceptance. A formal acknowledgment that she was choosing this—that she wasn't just being acted upon, but was actively participating in her own transformation.

Could she do that? Could she stand before Lady Ashford and swear an oath of acceptance, knowing what it meant? Could she let herself be branded again—permanently, visibly marked as someone who had chosen to belong?

She wasn't sure. But the question wouldn't leave her alone.

Three days after the offer, she sought out Sera.

The former priestess was in the garden, kneeling before a small shrine Cassia had noticed before but never investigated. The shrine was simple—a flat stone bearing symbols Cassia didn't recognise, surrounded by candles that flickered in the afternoon light.

'May I interrupt?' she asked, feeling strangely formal.

Sera rose from her knees with fluid grace, turning to face Cassia. 'You're not interrupting. Prayer is never interrupted—it's simply paused.' She gestured to a bench nearby. 'Sit with me.'

They sat in silence for a moment, the cold air sharp around them, the candlelight warm against the grey afternoon. Then Sera turned her dark eyes to Cassia, her expression knowing.

'You've been offered the Rite of Acceptance.'

It wasn't a question. Cassia nodded, not surprised that Sera had somehow divined her preoccupation.

'I don't know if I should accept,' she admitted. 'I don't know if I'm ready to make that kind of commitment.'

'What holds you back?'

The question was direct, cutting through the confusion that had been clouding her thoughts. What held her back? Fear, certainly. Pride, perhaps—the remnants of the woman who had stolen scraps to fund an escape that would never happen. But beneath those things, something else.

'I'm afraid of what it means,' she said slowly. 'Accepting this—choosing this—feels like giving up. Like admitting that everything I was before doesn't matter anymore.'

Sera nodded, her expression understanding. 'That's a common fear. The fear that becoming something new means erasing what came before.' She paused. 'But consider this: everything you were—the maintenance worker, the fugitive, the asset at Dominion—led you here. Those experiences shaped you, prepared you, made you capable of making this choice. Accepting doesn't mean erasing. It means integrating.'

Integrating. The word made something shift inside her. She wasn't being asked to forget who she had been. She was being asked to incorporate that person into something new—to let her past inform her present rather than define it.

'When you took your vows as a priestess,' Cassia said, 'did you feel like you were giving something up?'

Sera's expression softened, memories flickering behind her eyes. 'I did. I thought I was surrendering my autonomy, my identity, my self. But I was wrong.' She met Cassia's gaze. 'I was exchanging one kind of freedom for another. The freedom of uncertainty for the freedom of purpose. The freedom of endless choices for the freedom of a single, meaningful commitment.'

'A single, meaningful commitment.' The phrase echoed through Cassia's mind. She had spent her entire life avoiding commitment—moving from one situation to another, never staying, never belonging, never allowing herself to be anchored. And what had that given her? A life of scraping by, of running, of never being seen or valued.

Maybe it was time for something different.

That evening, she went to Lady Ashford's private study.

The room was warm and intimate, bookshelves lining the walls, a fire crackling in the hearth. Lady Ashford sat at a desk covered in correspondence, but she looked up when Cassia entered, her expression knowing.

'You've made a decision.'

It wasn't a question. Cassia nodded, her heart beating faster.

'I want to accept the rite.' The words came out steadier than she expected. 'I want to make the commitment.'

Lady Ashford rose from her desk, moving to stand before Cassia. Her gaze was sharp, assessing, missing nothing.

'Are you certain? This isn't a decision you can undo. Once the oath is spoken and the brand is placed, you're bound—not just by ownership, but by choice.'

'I'm certain.' She held Lady Ashford's gaze, feeling the weight of the moment. 'I don't know exactly who I'm becoming. But I know I want to become it here. With you.'

Something shifted in Lady Ashford's expression—satisfaction, certainly, but also something warmer. Something that might have been pride.

'Then we'll perform the rite tomorrow night. In the ritual chamber.' She reached out and touched Cassia's cheek, her fingers cool against her skin. 'Rest well tonight. Tomorrow, you'll be reborn.'

The ritual chamber was transformed when Cassia entered the following evening.

Candles covered every surface, their light soft and golden, casting shadows that danced against the walls. The altar-table had been moved to the centre of the room, the objects she had seen before arranged with ceremonial precision. And before the altar, a space had been cleared—a circle of bare floor, marked with symbols painted in what looked like silver.

Lady Ashford stood beside the altar, her ceremonial robes deep burgundy, her silver hair loose around her shoulders. She looked less like an owner and more like a priestess, her bearing carrying the weight of sacred authority.

'Enter and be welcome,' she said, her voice formal. 'Come forward and kneel.'

Cassia walked to the centre of the circle and knelt. The floor was cold beneath her knees, but she barely noticed. Her attention was fixed on Lady Ashford, on the objects on the altar, on the weight of what was about to happen.

'Do you come freely?' Lady Ashford asked, her voice carrying through the candlelit space.

'I do.' The words felt strange in her mouth—formal, ritualised, but also true.

'Do you come willingly?'

'I do.'

'Do you come with full knowledge of what you are accepting?'

'I do.'

Lady Ashford lifted the collar from the altar—the silver filigree catching the candlelight, its design intricate and beautiful. 'This collar signifies not just ownership, but belonging. Not just possession, but purpose. Do you accept it?'

'I do.'

Lady Ashford moved behind her, and Cassia felt the collar close around her throat—cool metal against warm skin, the weight of it somehow different from the functional device she had worn before. This was ceremony. This was choice.

'Now rise,' Lady Ashford said, 'and receive the mark of your commitment.'

Cassia rose, her legs slightly unsteady, and turned to face the altar. The branding iron was there, its surface glowing faintly with heat. But Lady Ashford didn't reach for it immediately.

'This will hurt,' she said, her voice softening. 'But pain is part of transformation. The mark you receive will be permanent—a visible sign of what you've chosen. Are you ready?'

'I'm ready.'

Lady Ashford lifted the branding iron, and Cassia saw the design clearly for the first time—a bell intertwined with a ribbon, similar to the mark she already bore, but more elaborate. More beautiful. More meaningful.

She turned slightly, exposing her hip, the existing brand visible in the candlelight. Lady Ashford positioned the iron beside it, its heat radiating against her skin.

'Breathe,' Lady Ashford instructed. 'And when it's done, you'll be different. Not because I've changed you, but because you've chosen to change.'

The iron touched her skin.

The pain was immediate and intense—a searing heat that seemed to reach beyond her skin into something deeper. She heard herself cry out, the sound echoing in the candlelit space, but she didn't pull away. She held her position, her hands clenched at her sides, her breath coming in gasps.

And then it was over.

Lady Ashford set aside the iron and pressed a cool cloth to the new mark, soothing the burned skin. 'It's done,' she said quietly. 'You're marked now—not just as property, but as someone who chose to belong.'

Cassia looked down at her hip, at the two marks that now adorned her skin. The institutional brand from Dominion, signifying her status as asset. And the new mark, the ceremonial brand, signifying her acceptance of that status. Her choice. Her commitment.

Two marks. Two meanings. One person, transformed.

The aftermath was quiet.

Lady Ashford led her to a chamber adjacent to the ritual room—a space filled with soft cushions and warm blankets. She helped Cassia settle onto a low bed, her body still trembling from the intensity of the rite.

'Rest now,' Lady Ashford said, her voice gentle. 'The mark will heal in time. And when it does, you'll carry it as a reminder—not of what was done to you, but of what you chose.'

Cassia lay back against the cushions, exhaustion washing over her. The rite had taken something from her—energy, resistance, the last remnants of the woman who had fought against her circumstances. But it had given her something in return.

Purpose. Belonging. A place where she mattered.

'Thank you,' she whispered, the words feeling inadequate for what she was trying to express.

Lady Ashford smiled, a genuine expression that softened her sharp features. 'You've earned this, Cassia. Through your work, your willingness, your gradual acceptance of what you're becoming.' She reached out and touched the new collar at Cassia's throat. 'Wear this with pride. It signifies not just my ownership, but your achievement.'

Achievement. The word made something warm bloom in her chest. She had achieved something. She had made a choice, taken a step, committed to a path she was only beginning to understand.

And for the first time since her capture—perhaps for the first time in her life—she felt something that might have been peace.

In the days that followed, she noticed the difference.

Not in how others treated her—the staff and other assets had been respectful before, and they remained so. Not in her daily routine—training, meals, and communal time continued as they had. The difference was internal. A shift in how she carried herself. In how she thought about her position.

She was no longer waiting for something to happen to her. She was participating in what was happening. Every training session, every production demonstration, every interaction with Lady Ashford was something she chose to engage with rather than something she endured.

And her body responded to that shift.

Her production increased—not dramatically, but measurably. The data that Lady Ashford showed her confirmed what she already felt: she was giving more because she was choosing to give. The psychological barrier between herself and her function had been breached, and what flowed through that breach was genuine engagement.

'You've changed,' Vera observed one afternoon as they walked the gardens together. 'In a good way,' she added quickly. 'You seem... settled.'

'Settled.' Cassia considered the word. 'I suppose I am. For the first time in my life, I feel like I know where I belong.'

Vera smiled, a knowing expression that suggested she understood exactly what Cassia meant. 'That's what the rite does. It doesn't change your circumstances—you're still property, still owned, still serving. But it changes how you relate to those circumstances. It transforms endurance into acceptance. And acceptance into belonging.'

Belonging. The word had become central to her understanding of herself. She belonged to Lady Ashford. She belonged at Ashford Hall. She belonged in this network of institutions and individuals that operated according to principles she was still learning.

And she belonged to herself—not as a free person, but as someone who had chosen her path and walked it willingly.

The final integration came during a formal dinner.

Lady Ashford hosted gatherings periodically—events where selected guests from the broader network could observe her assets, evaluate their development, and engage with her approach to ownership. Cassia had heard about these gatherings but hadn't yet participated.

Until now.

'You'll serve at the dinner,' Lady Ashford explained during their morning meeting. 'Not as entertainment—that's not your function here. But as evidence. As proof of what my approach can produce.'

Proof. She was to be evidence of Lady Ashford's methods. The thought should have made her feel objectified, reduced to a demonstration. Instead, it made her feel... valuable. She had become something worth showing. Something that proved a point.

The dinner was held in the main dining hall, a space Cassia had never seen used for its intended purpose. The long table was set for twelve, the guests a mixture of men and women whose clothing and bearing suggested wealth and influence. Lady Ashford presided from the head of the table, her silver hair elegantly styled, her burgundy gown formal but not ostentatious.

Cassia and the other assets served—moving silently around the table, refilling glasses, clearing plates, attending to needs before they were expressed. They wore garments that revealed rather than concealed, their bodies visible to the guests' assessment. But there was nothing crude about the presentation. It was elegant, refined, designed to showcase beauty and capability rather than simply expose flesh.

As the dinner progressed, Lady Ashford began to speak about her approach—explaining the philosophy that guided her household, the methods she used to develop her assets, the results she had achieved. And periodically, she would gesture to one of the assets, offering them as examples.

'Cassia,' she said at one point, drawing the attention of the table. 'Come forward.'

Cassia moved to stand beside Lady Ashford's chair, her posture composed, her chin lifted. She could feel the guests' eyes on her—assessment, evaluation, perhaps desire. But beneath that external attention, she felt something else.

Pride.

This was what she had become. Not through force, not through degradation, but through choice and work and gradual acceptance. She was valuable. She was wanted. She was proof of something worth proving.

'This asset was purchased at the quarterly auction,' Lady Ashford explained to the table. 'Her production capacity was already exceptional—natural development enhanced by Dominion's training protocols. But what interested me was her psychological profile. Her gradual shift from resistance to engagement. Her capacity to find meaning in her position.'

She reached up and touched the collar at Cassia's throat—the ceremonial collar she now wore at formal events. 'She accepted the Rite of Belonging three weeks ago. Since then, her production has increased by fifteen percent. Her presentation has refined noticeably. And her engagement in training has transformed from compliance to genuine investment.'

Investment. The word captured something essential. She was invested in her own development—not because she was forced to be, but because she had chosen to be.

The guests murmured their appreciation, their assessment shifting from evaluation to something that looked almost like respect. Cassia stood before them, her body displayed, her marks visible, her choice evident in every line of her posture.

And she felt, for the first time, that she understood what she had become.

Later that night, after the guests had departed and the household had settled into quiet, Cassia stood at the window of her room, looking out at the winter stars.

The sky was clear, the cold air sharp against the glass, the darkness vast and indifferent. She had spent so much of her life looking at skies like this—planning escapes, imagining futures that would never materialise, searching for something that was always just out of reach.

But tonight, she wasn't looking for escape. She wasn't imagining a different future. She was simply... present. In her room. In her body. In the life she had chosen.

She touched the collar at her throat, feeling the cool metal against her fingers. She touched the mark at her hip, the new brand still healing, still tender. Both of them signified the same thing: she belonged.

Not because she had been forced to. Not because she had no other option. But because she had chosen to. Because she had found meaning in surrender, purpose in service, value in being owned.

She was Cassia Voss. Former maintenance worker. Former fugitive. Former Lot Twenty-Seven. Now she was something else—something she was still learning to name. Property. Asset. Belonging.

She turned from the window and moved to her bed, the soft linens welcoming her tired body. Tomorrow, her training would continue. Tomorrow, she would develop further, produce more, become something even more valuable than she already was.

But tonight, she rested. And for the first time in longer than she could remember, she slept without dreaming of anything other than exactly where she was.
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Stay With Me a Little Longer
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Thank you for entering the auction room.

Cassia’s story revealed what happens when Dominion turns punishment into valuation, and valuation into ownership. But Bell & Brand is not only interested in the women who are caught inside its walls. Sometimes, the most valuable women are the ones who walk in believing they are in control.

In The Breeder’s Bargain, Elara enters Dominion under a false identity.

She has a perfect cover, a professional manner, and a plan to expose what the institution is hiding. She has studied the facility, rehearsed her role, and convinced herself that she understands systems well enough to find their weaknesses. To Elara, Dominion is an assignment. A puzzle. A target.

But Dominion has its own way of studying clever women.

The contracts are waiting. The doctors are ready. The language is precise. Every answer Elara gives, every hesitation she suppresses, every attempt to maintain control becomes part of a much larger assessment. She came looking for evidence. Dominion sees something else entirely: potential.

The Breeder’s Bargain is a story of infiltration, legal traps, psychological pressure, and the terrifying moment when a woman realises the system she came to expose has already made room for her.

Elara wanted to find the truth.

Dominion wants to make her part of it.

Continue with Book 7: The Breeder’s Bargain — where the contract was waiting before she ever arrived.


About the Author￼[image: ] 

Roman Vale is an independent author of erotic romance and kink-forward fiction, writing stories shaped by control, consent, and desire that deepens rather than resolves. His work unfolds in deliberate, intimate spaces — contracts, rituals, confined dynamics, and chosen imbalances — where surrender is negotiated slowly and power is exercised with intention.

If you sight up for my mailing list you will get a free ebook straight away and then will be able to join my monthly give aways too.
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Thank you for reading.

If you found something here to crave — something intense, tender, unsettling, or impossible to forget — I’d be deeply grateful if you left a review.

Every review helps other readers discover my work and keeps these dark, daring stories reaching the people they were written for.

— Roman Vale
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Year of Denial – Quarter One - Teased & Tormented: Teased & Tormented: Femdom Chastity, Erotic Denial, and the First Three Months of Submission - 3 Books in 1 Collection 

https://a.co/d/03cTDc3m 

One contract.
Three months.
No release.

Adam thought he agreed to a simple challenge.

One month locked in chastity to prove he could change.

Rachel knew better.

What begins in January as a relationship ultimatum quickly transforms into something far more deliberate — a carefully structured system of control, denial, and obedience.

Each month tightens the rules.
Each evaluation strips away another layer of resistance.
Each moment without release reshapes Adam’s body, his thoughts… and eventually his identity.

Quarter One: Teased & Tormented collects the first three volumes of the Locked for the Year saga:

• January Jail – The cage closes for the first time.
• February Frustration – Adam learns there is no early release.
• March Meltdown – Denial becomes psychological.

Catch up on the series so far now! New book every month. 
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The Glass Slipper: A Dark Fairytale of Power, Desire, and Possession

https://a.co/d/06Ay4M91 

The Glass Slipper is a dark Cinderella retelling that transforms a familiar fairytale into something far more intimate, dangerous, and psychologically charged.

Ella has spent most of her life surviving quietly. In a house that was never truly hers, she has learned to be useful, obedient, and easy to overlook. She knows how to make herself small. She knows how to endure. What she does not know is what it means to be fully seen — not as a servant, not as an inconvenience, not as a burden, but as something wanted.

Everything changes with the invitation to the royal ball.

But this is no innocent celebration, and the palace is not glittering with romance. Beneath the beauty and ceremony lies something older, darker, and far more deliberate. The women invited are not simply guests. They are being observed. Assessed. Measured. Every glance means something. Every interaction is part of a design. And at the centre of that design is the Prince — a man who does not chase, does not guess, and does not charm in the way the storybooks promise.

He chooses.
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Do Your Worst: She said she could take it. He never promised to stop - A Dark Romance of Power, Control, and Surrender 

https://a.co/d/0gpb7SX1

She said she could take it. He never promised to stop.

Kate wants more than date nights and polite kisses. She wants the tremble that starts in her belly when she kneels; the hush that turns the world soft when he says good girl. One reckless whisper at the kitchen table—do your worst—becomes a contract neither of them can forget.

Sam doesn’t bargain with desire; he builds it. Rules arrive like gifts wrapped in ribbon: how she stands, how she speaks, how she waits. Mornings taste of obedience; evenings taste of consequence. And when he decides her devotion should be worn, not just spoken, Kate feels the first cool brush of metal and understands: this isn’t a phase. It’s a life.
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14-Day Lock: A Valentines Day Ritual Femdom Romance of Chastity, Control, and the Pleasure of Obedience 

https://a.co/d/0a10F8dm 

Fourteen days.

Fourteen keys.

One lock she controls completely.

Isla Mercer does not play games.

Every February, she begins the same ritual—carefully measured, deliberately unromantic, and absolutely unyielding. A glass heart sits in the centre of her living room, filled with fourteen identical keys. Each one represents a day of control. Each one must be earned through obedience, service, and restraint.

Theo has agreed to submit.

From the moment the lock clicks shut, his pleasure is no longer his concern. Isla does not offer mercy, reassurance, or reward. She offers structure. Rules are spoken once. Failure resets everything. Desire is allowed only as fuel for obedience, never as a bargaining tool.
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The Valentine Handler: A Dark Valentines Day Romance of Chastity, Control, and Surrender 

https://a.co/d/06ezmhIH 

Every February, she takes one man.

Powerful crime families don’t call Valentina Moreau to kill their problems.

They call her to reassign them.

Known only as the Valentine Handler, Valentina specialises in bloodless victories—contracts instead of bullets, devotion instead of destruction. Her methods are elegant, discreet, and irreversible.

This year’s assignment is Luca De Santis: a reckless syndicate heir whose charm, excess, and entitlement are destabilising the city’s fragile balance of power. Killing him would start a war. Letting him live unchecked would be worse.
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Til Denial Do Us Part: A Femdom Marriage Contract Romance of Chastity, Power Exchange, Denied Pleasure, and a Wife’s Awakening into Control 
https://a.co/d/0gpRLjMm 
On the night before their wedding, Elena and Daniel sign a joke “Marital Control Contract.”
What begins as laughter quickly becomes the most dangerous kind of truth.
When fiery, athletic, red-haired Elena slips the velvet pouch with the key into her bag, she tells herself it’s only a game. But once the ring is on her finger and the vows are said, something shifts inside her—something bold, hungry, and impossibly powerful. Daniel expects a perfect wedding night. Instead, his new wife gives him a soft kiss, a teasing smile… and the first denial.
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