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    Chapter One 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You okay?” asked my partner, Noah Morris.  “You don’t seem like yourself lately.” 
 
    I shrugged, glancing over at the older man who’d trained me.  He was much the same as he’d been since I’d moved to Justice Creek a few years before.  Short, stout, and somewhat baby-faced.  He certainly didn’t look the part of a sheriff’s deputy, but I’d seen him take down men twice his size without breaking a sweat.  He was a good, solid man who’d treated me fairly.  I liked him. 
 
    “I’m fine,” I lied, turning my attention to the dark, country road before us.  There hadn’t been much traffic passing us by, but that wasn’t abnormal for the small, rural Mississippi town we called home.  I often referred to it as “Mayberry”, and the comparison wasn’t much of an exaggeration.  Very little of note ever happened in Justice Creek.  The outside world left us pretty much alone, and that was exactly how we liked it.  Even so, a little extra revenue from out-of-towners’ speeding tickets wouldn’t have gone amiss, which was why Noah and I were sitting on the side of the road, a radar gun aimed at the empty road. 
 
    “No,” he said. “You’re not.” 
 
    “It’s personal,” I said.   
 
    “And I don’t care,” was his response.  “You’re distracted, and I need to know if that’s going to be a liability if we get into trouble out here.” 
 
    “Jesus – you’re going to keep pestering me until I come clean, aren’t you?” I asked.  He nodded, saying that he would.  I laughed bitterly.  “Fine.  Whatever.  It’s my ex-girlfriend.” 
 
    “The one in Atlanta?” he asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said.  “Haley.  We’ve been going back and forth on Facebook, and she tells me she wants to get back together.” 
 
    “And you’re considering it,” he reasoned.   
 
    I nodded, not bothering to look at him.  He didn’t need me to explain why I was conflicted.  Haley had broken my heart three years before, which was why I’d ended up in Justice Creek in the first place.  It was the first job offer I got that would get me out of Atlanta, which was all I really cared about at the time.  More than once, I’d wondered if I shouldn’t have held out for something a little less boring.  Sure, we took down a meth house here and there, and there was no shortage of Oxycontin in the area, but beyond that, the town was just so damned peaceful that it practically begged the question of why we even needed a police force at all.   
 
    I sighed.  “I don’t know if I’m really considering doing it,” I said.  “I haven’t forgotten what it was like when we were together.  But it’s not like I’ve had much luck here.”  
 
    “I told you I’d set you up with my niece,” Noah said.  I could hear the grin in his voice.  The girl in question was three-hundred pounds if she was an ounce, and she had the face only a mother could love.   
 
    “Fuck you,” I said, unable to keep my own smile off my face. 
 
    He held up his hands.  “I’m just saying,” he said.  “Some guys like a little extra cushion back there.  And I’m sure Jenny would treat you exactly like –” 
 
    I punched him in the arm.  “Just drop it, man,” I said good-naturedly.  “I’m not saying I’m going to leave or anything.  I’m just saying that it’s tempting is all.” 
 
    He nodded.  “For what it’s worth –” 
 
    He never finished his sentence, because a bright, yellow sports car zoomed past us going over a hundred miles an hour.  Immediately, I flipped the lights on, and peeled out, the tires biting into the shoulder of the road as our patrol cruiser leapt after it.  Already, Noah was barking into the radio that we were in pursuit.   
 
    One thing most people don’t really understand is that police aren’t really supposed to chase people like they do in the movies.  Sure, we can go over the speed limit, but we can’t drive recklessly.  That’s how people get killed.  So, we use our radios.  We communicate.  That’s how pursuit works. 
 
    Or at least, that’s how it’s supposed to work.   
 
    In that moment, though, I didn’t really care much about rules or regulations.  Some out-of-town asshole with a car worth half-a-million dollars thought he was above the law.  I wanted nothing more than to show him that he most assuredly wasn’t.  So, I stepped on the gas, accelerating almost apace with the sleek, yellow bullet of a car.  Even so, I never would’ve caught up to him if he hadn’t slowed down.   
 
    When he pulled over on the side of the road, I did as well, shining my lights on the gaudy Lamborghini.  It was a beautiful car; there was no doubt about that.  All sleek, slanted lines and showroom paint, it was the sort of car emblazoned on the posters of countless teenaged boys’ bedroom walls.   
 
    I shined the spotlight at the car, flooding it with as much illumination as possible, and I swung my own door open.  Noah did the same.  As I approached, my hand rested on the handle of my pistol.  A traffic stop is one of the most dangerous things a law enforcement officer can do, and I wasn’t about to go into the situation unprepared for that danger.   
 
    I drew even with the driver’s door and knocked on the heavily tinted window.  “Open up!” I called, and, with an electric hum, the window rolled down to reveal a thin-faced, hatchet-nosed black man.   
 
    “What can I do for you, officer?” he asked, his voice an unnerving hiss.   
 
    “Do you know how fast you were going?” I asked.   
 
    “That depends,” he said, revealing a gleaming set of teeth as he smiled.  “When did I pass you?”  
 
    “One-hundred-and-eleven miles per hour,” I said.  “Where are you going in such a hurry?”  
 
    He shrugged.  “Here,” he said.  “Almost precisely.”  
 
    “What?” I asked, the hairs on the back of my neck standing on end.  I looked over the roof of the car and saw a giant form emerge from the nearby woods.  Before I could warn my partner, an enormous man crashed into him.  I didn’t get to see much of what happened next, because I felt a burning pain arcing out from my belly.   
 
    I had been tased before, so I knew exactly what it was.  But that didn’t mean I could do a damned thing about it.  The whole point of the device is to incapacitate someone, and in my case, that’s exactly what it did.  My whole body convulsed, and I fell to the asphalt of the road.  Sprawled there, my muscles twitching, I could do nothing but watch as the thin-faced man opened the door to the expensive car and stepped out.  He wore a dark, slim-cut suit and what looked like expensive shoes.   
 
    He turned.  “Are you quite done, Mr. Sikes?” he asked. 
 
    “Almost,” grunted someone from the other side of the Lamborghini.  A second later, a heavy thud announced that he’d gotten the better of my mentor.   
 
    Nonchalantly, the thin man bent over and unbuckled my gun belt.  Then, he removed the handcuffs, and before I knew it, my hands were restrained.  A few seconds later, an unconscious Noah joined me on the ground, having been dragged into place by one of the biggest human beings I’d ever seen.   
 
    Mr. Sikes, as the hatchet-nosed fellow had called him, must have played football at some point, because he had the build of an offensive tackle, except without the fat.  Even as I studied my captors, I slowly regained control of my muscles.  I knew my fine motor skills would be a long time coming back, but at least I could move.  At least I could fight back.  But I had to make it count.  I knew I didn’t stand a chance against the big man.  And in my current state, I wasn’t about to outrun either of them.  But if I could get into the woods, I might make it.   
 
    A few seconds later, a pair of headlights approached our position, and the two men looked up.   
 
    “They’re late,” said the thin man I assumed was the leader.   
 
    “You went faster than they expected, Ezekiel,” said Sikes.  “That van can’t keep up with the sportscar.”  
 
    Ezekiel.  There.  I had names.  Mr. Sikes and Ezekiel.  That was a start.  Or it would be if I could get away, I thought.   
 
    My opening came a few moments later when the two men turned their attention to the approaching van.  I kicked out with as much force as I could, connecting with Ezekiel’s knees.  I heard a distinct pop, and he toppled to the ground, howling in pain as my gun belt clattered to the pavement.  I sprang to my feet, ran across the road, and ducked into the woods.   
 
    If you’ve never tried running through the woods in the dead of night, let me give you a word of advice:  don’t.  It’s treacherous, slippery, and impossible to navigate.  The underbrush, especially in the American Southeast, is thick and prickly, and it makes moving through it all but impossible – in most cases.  But when you’ve got mysterious men with ill-intentions giving chase, you find a way to make it work.   
 
    So, I barreled through the underbrush as quickly as I could, knowing full well that Mr. Sikes would be the one following.  A man of his size would have a much worse time than me – I hoped.   
 
    After a few minutes, I was huffing and puffing.  Sweat poured down my face, the product of my exertion coupled with the sultry night.  I’m not in bad shape or anything, but the conditions weren’t really ideal.  I pushed on, though, knowing that my life probably depended on it.  As if to punctuate that thought, I could hear Sikes rumbling through the brush behind me.  His breathing was loud, even, and measured – a sharp contrast to my own ragged respiration.   
 
    We went on like that for a few more minutes, and I kept ahead of him out of little more than sheer stubbornness.  But then, I broke through the tree line and into a clearing.   
 
    Hide or keep running?  Those were my only choices.  I didn’t want to tangle with the great bear of a man following me.  I knew what would happen if I made that choice.  I also knew that I could only hide for so long before he found me.  He was way too close.  He knew where I was.  So, I kept running.   
 
    And then, he caught me, tackling me to the ground with bone-shattering force.  I slammed against the ground, every ounce of oxygen coming out of my mouth in one, great exhale.  For a moment, I couldn’t breathe, and panic started to overwhelm me.  And then, just as suddenly, I was able to breathe again.   
 
    Sikes flipped me over, pinning me to the ground with one oversized knee.  With practiced precision, he cuffed my ankles together, picked me up, and threw me over his shoulder without an ounce of exertion.   
 
    “Shouldn’t have run,” he grunted, walking toward the tree line.  “It would’ve been easier on you if you hadn’t.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
      
 
    The trip back to the road didn’t take very long; clearly, I hadn’t gotten nearly as far away as I’d hoped.  But that wasn’t really all that surprising, given the thickness of the brush and the pitch-black darkness.  As my captor pushed through the woods, carrying me like I weighed almost nothing, I tried to talk to him.  I asked if he knew how serious of a crime he’d committed.  I pleaded with him to let me go.  I told him that I would go easy on him if he just walked away.   
 
    I might as well have been talking to a log, for all the good it did, and by the time we got back to the van, I’d given up any hope that he was going to let me go.   
 
    “About time,” said Ezekiel, the thin-faced man.  “You’re getting slower.” 
 
    “Fuck you,” was Sikes’ response as he dropped me into the van.  The big man shoved me away from the sliding door and shut it behind me.  Still, I could hear muffled voices through the thin sheet metal of the body.  “You want the cruiser?  Or should I get rid of it?”  
 
    “I’ll do it,” sneered Ezekiel.  “You take them to the compound.”  
 
    Compound.  My mind raced with ideas about what the two men had in store for me and my partner, who lay unconscious beside me.  Noah was still breathing, though.  There was that, at least.  Whatever they wanted from us, they needed us alive.  It wasn’t exactly a comforting thought, but it was something.   
 
    The driver’s side door opened, and the van rocked as Sikes levered his enormous frame into the driver’s seat.  A moment later, he turned the key, and the engine came to life with a throaty purr.  The crunch of gravel announced that we were on our way.   
 
    I tried to keep track of the time as we sped down the road, but I my mind was still fuzzy from the combination of being tased and my brief flight through the woods.  In any case, it wouldn’t have mattered.  I had no idea how fast we were going or in which direction we traveled, so I had no frame of reference for where we might end up.  It could have been five minutes or fifteen.  I don’t know.  But it was less than an hour before we pulled to a stop and Sikes stepped out of the van.   
 
    He slid the side door open, revealing a huge, concrete building.  It was flooded with lights, but otherwise, it was featureless.  A few men, all black, stood guard wearing tactical gear and carrying assault rifles.  They saluted Sikes.   
 
    “Get these two to their cells,” the big man ordered, and two of the snapped into motion.  Before I could really process what was going on, I was being dragged out of the van and escorted inside, my steps hindered by the shackles around my ankles.  But I managed better than Noah, who was barely conscious enough to moan pitifully as one of the men threw his limp body over a muscular shoulder.   
 
    Sikes stepped up to a heavy, metal door and punched a series of numbers into a keypad.  The door swung open without so much as a squeak, and we followed him into the compound.  Inside, it was brightly lit and just as stark as the exterior.  White floors.  White, unadorned walls.  Fluorescent lighting.   It was almost blinding after the dark night.   
 
    “Where are you taking us?” I asked. 
 
    “To your cell,” answered Sikes.  “Now, shut up.  I don’t want to tase you again, but I will.”  
 
    On that, we agreed, and I glued my eyes to the floor and remained silent until we stopped in front of a pair of doors, one on each side of the hallway.  Like the rest of the building, they were painted white, but a coat of paint couldn’t hide their nature.  I’d seen their like before, in prisons and jails. 
 
    Sikes dug into a pocket, retrieving a ring of keys.  He selected one and shoved it into the door’s lock.  It twisted effortlessly, and the door sprang open with a metallic sigh.  The man carrying Noah stepped through and deposited my mentor onto a thin mattress.  A moment later, he was in the hall again, and the door clanged shut.  Sikes repeated the motion with what I knew would be my cell.  
 
    “Inside,” he said, nodding as the door swung open.  I meekly did as I was bid; there was no sense in resistance.  Not when I had no chance of winning free.  All it would earn me would be a beating or another jolt of electricity, and I had no desire to confront either situation.   
 
    As soon as I was inside, the ring of metal on metal filled the air as my cell’s door slammed shut.  I was a prisoner.  I collapsed onto the bed, trying to wrap my brain around that fact.  I lay back, feeling the scratchy blanket digging into my bare arms.   
 
    Why hadn’t I pulled my gun on them?  I’d had a chance.  Sikes was a huge man, but a few well-placed rounds from my Heckler and Koch USP would have put him down just like any other man.  Hell, even my pepper spray would’ve done the trick.  But I had panicked.  I hadn’t thought.  And I’d paid the price.   
 
    I stared around the small room as I lamented my failure.  It was small – barely bigger than an actual prison cell – and it had many of the same features.  The walls, like the rest of the compound I’d seen, were unadorned.  The thin mattress lay on top of a compact cot.  And a combination toilet and sink stood in the corner.  All in all, it looked exactly like what it was.   
 
    An hour or so later, I heard a key turning in the door, and I sprang upright as it swung open.  The man who stepped through the entry was, in almost every way, average.  Dark skinned, medium height, middling weight, and a bald, the only real distinguishing characteristic about him was his white goatee.   
 
    “I see you’re settled in,” he said, his voice smooth.   
 
    “Let me go,” I said.  “I am a duly appointed officer of the law, and I demand you –” 
 
    “That’s not going to happen,” the man said.  “In time, you’ll figure out why I can’t give you your freedom.  In any case, that’s not why I’m here.” 
 
    “What do you want?” I asked, barely managing to keep a quiver from my voice.   
 
    “For now,” he said.  “Your cooperation.”  
 
    “Fuck you,” I growled. 
 
    He laughed.  “Oh, you don’t see the irony yet,” the man said.  “But you will.”  
 
    I took my chance.   
 
    With every ounce of strength I possessed, I sprang from the cot, ramming my shoulder into his midsection.  His laugh ceased as his breath rushed out of his chest.  I kicked his knee and turned toward the door.  I was one step through when I ran into what felt like a brick wall.  I bounced backward, barely registering what had happened.   
 
    A ham-sized fist connected with my jaw, sending my sprawling to the ground.  I almost went unconscious, but I managed to rise to my knees.   
 
    “Stop,” said the goateed man, and I looked up to see Sikes looming over me, his fists at the ready.  I glanced back to see the bald man struggling to his feet.  “Don’t damage him.”  
 
    “Whatever you say, Dr. Bell,” Sikes said, backing a step away.   
 
    “Get back in here, Mr. Thompson,” said Bell.   
 
    “Y-you know me?” I asked. 
 
    “I do,” he said.  “Now do as I say, or I’ll let Clarence take out his frustrations on you.”  
 
    I had no choice.  So, I rose on unsteady feet and stumbled back to the bed.   
 
    “Good,” Bell said. “You can learn.  Now, sit still for a moment.  You don’t want this procedure to go wrong.” 
 
    He gripped my hair and produced a gun-like hypodermic needle, which he jammed against the base of my neck.  A moment later, a searing pain announced that he’d injected me with something.   
 
    “W-what the fuck?!” I screamed, jerking away.  Bell held a tuft of my dislodged hair in his hand.  I rubbed the back of my neck, feeling a small lump.  “What the fuck did you just do to me?” 
 
    “That is my insurance,” the man explained.  “A microchip which, given the proper signal, can do all sorts of nasty things.  Try to leave, and you die.  Disobey, and I will give you pain the likes of which you’ve never felt.  Do you understand?” 
 
    “I…I…d-don’t,” I admitted. 
 
    “You will,” he said.  “Soon, you will.” 
 
    And then, just like that, he left, the heavy door clanging behind him.  As I stared at the blank wall, I couldn’t help but wonder what exactly I’d gotten myself into. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
      
 
    The next morning, I awoke with a splitting headache.  I don’t know how long I’d slept.  I didn’t even know when unconsciousness had overtaken me.  One minute, I was lying in that uncomfortable bed, and the next, I was waking up, unrested and in pain.  It was the worst night of sleep I’d ever had.   
 
    I wish I could say that I kept my spirits high.  I want to say that I was sure that someone would find us.  But I wasn’t stupid.  There was no one to rescue us.  We were on our own.  And no amount of fantasy could change that fact.  It was depressing, but true. 
 
    A couple of hours later, I still dwelt on that simple reality when the door clanged open, and Sikes stepped through. 
 
    “On your feet,” he commanded.  I obeyed, and he bent down to remove my shackles.  Next came my handcuffs.  Until that point, I hadn’t realized how uncomfortable they’d been.  I rubbed my wrists. 
 
    Does this mean you’re letting me go?” I asked. 
 
    “It means the restraints are unnecessary,” he said.  “You run, that chip at the base of your skull will either kill you or paralyze you.  Either way, we trust that you’re smart enough not to test it out.” 
 
    I shuddered at the thought of living the rest of my life paralyzed.  That was worse than captivity.   
 
    “Follow me,” he said, turning on his heel and striding through the door.  I hurried to keep up.   
 
    “Where are we going?” I asked. 
 
    “Don’t ask questions,” he growled.  “Do not speak unless you’re spoken to.  That is the first rule.”  
 
    Remembering how easily the man had subdued me before, I didn’t want to test his mettle.  I remained silent as we traversed the maze of hallways.  The building was much bigger than I’d thought at first glance.  If I’d had to guess, I would’ve put it at the size of a small office building.   
 
    A few turns later, he opened a door to his left and ushered me inside.  The room was much the same as the rest of the building.  White walls, white floors, and a white ceiling.  In the center of the space was a single chair.  Sikes gestured to it. 
 
    “Sit,” he said. 
 
    I didn’t argue, planting myself on the simple, metal chair.   
 
    “Hands at your sides,” he said.  I obeyed, and he produced a thin rope from one of the pockets in his pants.  He tied one arm to the chair, then the other.  Next came my ankles.  When he was done, I couldn’t move. 
 
    “That’ll do, Clarence,” came Ezekiel’s smooth, breathy voice.  I turned to see him limping through the door.  “You may leave us.” 
 
    The big man glanced at me and shrugged, almost apologetically, then left the room.  The door clanged shut behind him, the metallic echo giving off a sense of finality.  Ezekiel limped forward until he stood directly in front of me.  He was dressed much the same as the night before – expensive, dark suit and a black, open-collared shirt, save he had a heavy brace around one of his knees.  I almost smiled at the memory of ruining his joint.   
 
    “I’ve been looking forward to this,” he said, pulling a small tablet from his pocket.  He hefted it.  “Do you know what this is?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Your iPad?” I suggested.  “You gonna catch up on some Netflix or something?”  
 
    He barked a harsh laugh.  “You don’t even know how much your world just changed, do you?” the man asked.  “Of course you don’t.  You don’t have the capacity to understand complex subjects, do you, Mr. Thompson?  Dropped out of college.  Barely passed high school.  But you liked being a cop because it let you pretend to be important.” 
 
    “Fuck you, asshole,” I snarled. 
 
    He smiled, the expression stretching across his face.  It made him look like a leering corpse.  “But I digress,” he said.  “This little tablet is your world.  It can cause pain.  Glorious, unceasing pain.  Or it can cause pleasure.  Or both.  Would you like to see?” 
 
    “Fuck –” 
 
    I never got more than a word out of my mouth, because as soon as his finger touched the screen, a pain unlike anything I’d ever felt before erupted at the base of my skull.  It was like someone had jammed an icepick into my brain.  I howled, trying to think through it, trying to make sense of it.  But it was useless.   
 
    That’s what people don’t really understand about pain.  There comes a point where it simply becomes too intense to allow for literally anything else.  You can’t think.  You can barely breathe.  All you want is for it to stop.  That’s where I was.  That’s the state I was in.  
 
    And then he really cranked it up. 
 
    Just before I passed out, everything just stopped.  The pain was gone, leaving only echoes behind.  A second later, my whole body shuddered with pleasure.  I moaned as I came, right then and there in my pants.  I moaned some more, trembling with the sensation, the pain a dim memory. 
 
    Pleasure isn’t all that different from pain, in that respect.  It’s just as all-encompassing.  It’s just as overwhelming.  And it can be just as terrible, in its own way. 
 
    Suddenly, the pleasure faded, and I became dimly aware of Ezekiel standing over me.  I looked up, panting as sweat dripped down my brow.  He grinned down at me, the expression carrying with it a promise that we were just beginning.   
 
    “You see?” he said.  “I hold your entire world here.  We’re going to have so much fun.” 
 
    I didn’t have the energy to answer before the pain revved up again.  I screamed, a wordless, blood curdling sound.  But there was no one to listen.  No one who cared, at least.   
 
    So it went for the entirety of that day.  And the next.  And another after that.  After a while, I lost count.  I think I lost my mind.  My entire world, as Ezekiel had predicted, became pain, pleasure, and sleep.  There was nothing else for weeks.   
 
    At some point, they took my clothes.  I didn’t even put up a fight.  I couldn’t.   
 
    At night, I lay in my bed, trembling with remembered agony and ecstasy.  They mingled together in my mind.  I could barely separate the two.   
 
    I think the worst of it was that I had no idea why I was being tortured.  Nobody ever asked me any questions.  Ezekiel never asked me to do anything.  He simply used that tablet to cause me as much pain and pleasure as I could take.   
 
    But that was my life.   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Get up,” said Clarence.  I rose to my feet mechanically, and he led me out of the room.  When we got to the room I had come to think of as the Torture Chamber, I stopped.  However, to my surprise, Clarence kept going.  He turned, gesturing for me to continue following.  “Come on.  You’re not doing that today.”  
 
    Stunned, I didn’t move for a few seconds.  It was the first routine change I’d had in weeks.  Maybe months.  I wasn’t sure about how much time had passed.  There was no frame of reference by which I could gauge time.  Even if there had been, I’d have long since lost count.  A constant cascade of torture didn’t leave much room for something as mundane as counting how many days had passed.  One was much like the next, so it didn’t really matter.  Still, I was sure that a considerable amount of time had passed.   
 
    “W-why?” I managed. 
 
    “What?” he asked.  “Are you saying you want to go in that room?  You want Ezekiel to –” 
 
    “No!” I said, hurrying to catch up.  “No.  I d-don’t.  I was just…I just…w-where are we going?”  
 
    “Dr. Bell wants to see you,” he said before continuing his march through the halls.  I struggled to keep up, the slap of my bare feet forming a strange rhythm with the stomp of his heavy boots.   
 
    Suddenly, I felt very aware of my nudity.  It was one thing to disregard it when my life consisted of sleep and torture.  But as I followed the big man through the building, I couldn’t help but feel at least a little self-conscious.  My mind dwelt on that for the duration of our walk. 
 
    Sikes stopped in front of yet another door.  It was indistinguishable from any of the others we’d passed.  He knocked, and a familiar voice called for him to enter.  He did, and I followed.   
 
    The room, unlike the rest of the building, wasn’t white.  Not completely, at least.  It had actually been decorated.  A few tasteful paintings hung on the walls, a heavy cherry desk dominated the center of the room, behind which sat Dr. Bell.  A large, full bookcase lined the back wall.   
 
    “That’ll be all, Clarence,” Dr. Bell said.  The big man nodded, backing out of the door.  He shut it behind him.  Bell gestured to a chair across from him.  “Sit.” 
 
    Reluctantly, I obeyed, trying my best to cover my genitals.  
 
    “I fear I must apologize to you,” he said, standing.  He loomed over me.  “Ezekiel can be extremely enthusiastic when it comes to his duties, but I never should’ve allowed him access to your microchip.  I’m sorry for what you’ve been through.” 
 
    “Y-you’re sorry?” I muttered. 
 
    “I am,” he said, leaning against the desk in front of me.  “I’m not an evil man.  In fact, one could argue that I’m the exact opposite.” 
 
    “You kidnapped me,” I whispered.  “Tortured me.” 
 
    “The kidnapping was a means to an end,” he said.  “And the torture was a mistake.  It won’t happen again.” 
 
    “W-who are you?” I managed. 
 
    “A fair question,” he said.  “My name is Dr. Omar Bell.  Perhaps you’ve heard of me?”  I shook my head.  “Fair enough.  I’m actually quite famous in certain circles, but I suppose winning the Nobel doesn’t carry with it the same fame it once did.  Suffice it to say that I’ve save more lives than I can count.”  
 
    I was barely listening.  Whatever he was, whatever he’d done, it didn’t change the fact that he’d kidnapped me.  He was a monster, and nothing he could say would ever convince me otherwise.   
 
    “But I also see a sickness in this world,” the man continued.  “A social illness which needs to be cured.  That’s why I’m here.  That’s why I’m back in Justice Creek.”  
 
    “Back?” I asked. 
 
    “I grew up here,” he stated.  “And I know just how deep the corruption goes.  I’m here to root it out.  But I’m getting ahead of myself.  I brought you in here because I want you to know that I did not authorize your torture.  In fact, you were supposed to have been released into The Pens nearly a week ago.  But between you and me, I think you wounded poor Ezekiel’s pride when you ruined his knee.  He’s a good man, but he’s not without his pride.”  
 
    “F-fuck his pride,” I croaked.   
 
    Bell smiled.  “Good,” he said.  “He hasn’t completely broken your spirit.  That’s good.  Clarence!”  
 
    The big man was through the door in an instant.  “Yes, sir?” asked Sikes. 
 
    “Take our guest to his new home,” Bell said.  “Put him with Group One.  And don’t forget to have him restrained.”  
 
    Clarence nodded, then hauled me to my feet.  He shoved me out of Bell’s office and into the hall, instructing me to follow him.  I did, and we made our way through yet more hallways until we finally reached an exit.  I followed the big man into what looked like early evening.  The sun was halfway below the horizon, but still I squinted in its brightness.  That’s why it took me a long moment to realize what I was looking at. 
 
    It was a ten-foot wall, topped with razor wire.  Clarence gripped my upper arm, guiding me towards a door.  He knocked twice, and it opened.  A man in black fatigues stepped aside, letting us through.  I looked around, seeing a guard house which contained a half dozen men with assault rifles.   
 
    “Stay,” Clarence said before striding toward them.  They all saluted him as he ducked into the house.  He emerged a few moments later carrying something plastic.  He knelt before me, gripped my genitals, and clasped something around them.  I didn’t even have time to react before he was done.  When I looked down, I could see that my entire penis was enclosed in a tight, plastic, form-fitting case.   
 
    “It’s a necessary precaution for boys like you,” he said.  I glanced over his shoulder to see one of the guards giggling.  I ignored him.  “Follow.”  
 
    We passed through a series of gates until we found ourselves in a huge, open field enclosed by the wall.  Around the edges were chain link fences which looked almost like the sorts of pens you’d see in a kennel.  But I barely noticed them because everywhere I looked, there were naked people.   
 
    Naked white people.  Men and women alike.  Some were huddled together in the cages.  Others were milling about aimlessly.  But none wore a stitch of clothing.  I recognized more than one.  It must have been the whole town there. 
 
    “You belong with Group One,” said Clarence.  He pointed, continuing, “That means you sleep over there.” 
 
    I followed his finger to a row of cages.  “Don’t forget it,” he said. “If you’re caught outside your Group, you will be punished.  Your group is your identity.  Remember that.” 
 
    I nodded.  “W-what am I supposed to do?” I asked. 
 
    He shrugged.  “I don’t care,” he said.  “Don’t make waves.”  
 
    And with that, he left me standing in the clearing, my head spinning.  I don’t know how long I stood there, but by the time I heard a familiar voice saying my name, it was fully dark.  A series of huge floodlights provided the only illumination.   
 
    “Michael?” came Noah’s voice.  “Is that you?” 
 
    I turned to see my mentor staring at me.  He looked as bad as I felt.  He’d lost a considerable amount of weight, most of it muscle.  I couldn’t help but notice that he wore a similar contraption around his bare genitals as well.   
 
    “It’s me,” I said.   
 
    “Jesus – you look horrible,” he stated. 
 
    “You don’t look so great yourself,” I responded.  “How long have you been here?” 
 
    “Two weeks?  Maybe three,” he answered.  “No more than a month.  Where have you been?” 
 
    I told him about the torture, and he sucked wind through his teeth.   
 
    “What group are you?” he asked. 
 
    “One,” I said. 
 
    “Good.  That means you’ll be in our pen,” he said.  “Me and the girls are Group One, too.”  
 
    “What does that even mean?” I asked. 
 
    He shrugged.  “I haven’t figured it out yet,” Noah answered.  “But you really don’t want to get mixed up with the guys from Group Two.  They’re a bunch of Neanderthals.  Animals, really.” 
 
    “I…I don’t understand,” I said. 
 
    “You will,” he answered.  “Just follow me, okay?  They won’t come into our pen.  They know better.” 
 
    I followed the older man across the field and into one of the cages.  There, I quickly found his family.  Anna Morris, his wife, was a good-looking woman with auburn hair.  And even though she looked worn and tired, that hadn’t changed.  Julie, their daughter, was barely over eighteen, and she’d gotten her looks from her mother.  I’m ashamed to say that I couldn’t keep my eyes from caressing her ripe curves, admiring her naked, youthful beauty.  Just like everyone else, neither wore a stitch of clothing.   
 
    “Michael!” said Anna.  “We thought you were…we feared…but you’re not.  You’re okay.  Thank God you’re okay.”  
 
    I was about to respond when I heard a woman scream.  I wheeled around to see a group of burly men, all sporting erections, carrying a woman away.   
 
    “What the –” 
 
    I’d started forward without thinking, but Noah grabbed my arm.  “Stop,” he said.  “You go out there, you’ll get raped right alongside her.  Besides, she’s not part of our Group.” 
 
    “What?  That’s a human being out there!” I hissed.  “We’ve got to –” 
 
    “You can’t do anything,” Anna stated.  “You don’t understand how it is here.  The guards, they don’t care what happens in here, so long as we follow their rules.  We don’t try to escape, and we don’t invade the other Groups’ pens.  That’s it.  Once it’s dark, anything else goes.  You go out there, and those animals will rape you, kill you, and laugh about it.”  
 
    “Jesus Christ,” I muttered.  “You can’t be serious.”  
 
    “It happens every night,” said Julie, her hand on my shoulder.  I could hear the pain in her voice.  “She knew what she was doing when she went out there.” 
 
    By that point, the group of men were shoving their cocks in whichever of the girls’ orifices presented themselves.  I almost threw up.   
 
    “This is just the way it is,” said Noah.  “We don’t have any choice but to live with it.”  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
      
 
    I wish I could convey how strange it was in The Pens.  During the day, it almost felt normal.  Sure, everyone was naked, which took some getting used to, but most people behaved themselves.  And after a few days, I barely even noticed all the exposed genitalia – most of the time.  I was still a man, and even though my penis was locked up tight, I could still appreciate a woman’s curves.  It was frustrating, though, not being able to do anything about it.   
 
    If only the night was like the day. 
 
    As soon as the sun went down, we all became animals.  Some, like those in Groups One, three, and Four, were prey, and the men in Group Two were all predators.  Sometimes, I wondered what would have happened if the guards weren’t there.  None of us, I was sure, would’ve been safe, because that group was comprised of big, burly men with more muscle than sense.  Even men I knew to be good, upstanding citizens didn’t even bat an eye at taking a woman – or a man, if a woman wasn’t around – they wanted.  It was anarchy.   
 
    A couple of nights after I’d been moved to The Pens, I leaned against the cinderblock wall.  Noah sat beside me, staring out at the field which comprised the center of the compound.  A group of four or five heavily-muscled men from Group Two sauntered past.  I couldn’t help but notice that they were all well-hung, their dicks swinging as they stared at us.   
 
    One of them stopped in his tracks.  He gripped the fence, leaning close enough that I could make out his features.  It was James Kane, a big, brutish boy who looked like he could lift a car all by himself.  I’d watched him playing football for the local high school only the year before.  He hadn’t had the grades to get into college, so he’d gotten a job working on one of the nearby farms.  He wasn’t the brightest kid in the world, but he’d never been in a lick of trouble.  But whatever he was in the past was gone.  Whatever had happened to him in The Pens had changed him.  His expression told me that much.  His throbbing, hard cock told me so much more. 
 
    “You,” he said, pointing at me.  “Get out here and suck my cock.” 
 
    “What?” I said, surprised. 
 
    “You heard me, baby,” he growled.  “I want to cum all in that pretty mouth of yours.” 
 
    “Fuck you, man,” I hissed.  “I’m not gay.”  
 
    “Don’t matter,” James said, laughing harshly.  There was no mirth in it.  “Gay or straight, a hole’s a hole.  And all you Ones are built to take cock.”  
 
    I bit off a reply, knowing full well that it would do no good.  The boy had no intention of getting into an argument.  Logic didn’t matter to him.  And besides, I had no desire to give him a reason to come into our pen.  Sure, he’d be punished, maybe killed, by the guards, but that wouldn’t change the fact that, in the interim, we’d be at his mercy.  No – it was better to simply ignore him.   
 
    “C’mon,” he said.  “I’ll be gentle-like.  You’ll like it.”  
 
    I looked away, which seemed to rile him up.  He thrust his cock through one of the holes in the fence.  I couldn’t help but glance at it out of the corner of my eye.  It was, like was the case with all the men in Group Two, enormous.   
 
    “Just a little lick, and I’ll go away,” he said.  “Just one –” 
 
    The crack of a gunshot filled the air, and James howled in pain.  He yanked himself away from the fence, clutching his back as he pivoted.  Another gunshot, and he was on the ground, writhing in pain.   
 
    “Stay away from the fence!” came a crackling voice over the P.A. system.  I looked up to see one of the guards standing in the tower, his rifle trained on the felled tree of a man.  I glanced down at James.  Already, an impressive bruise was blossoming near his kidney.   
 
    Rubber bullets.  It made sense.  They didn’t want to kill us, obviously.  They had plans for us.   
 
    James rolled to his feet.  He didn’t dare show any weakness to his groupmates.  But I could clearly see that the beast of a man was walking gingerly as he moved away.  I let out a breath I didn’t know he was holding.   
 
    “He’s not wrong, you know,” came Noah’s voice.   
 
    “What?” I asked. 
 
    “Look around,” I said.  “You notice anything peculiar?” 
 
    “Besides the obvious?” I suggested.   
 
    “About our Group,” Noah stated.  “All the prettiest girls in town are here.  Most of the best-looking guys, too.  And all the big, caveman types are in Group Two.  All the strong, tall women are in Group Four.  And everybody else is in Group Three.” 
 
    “Yeah?” I said.  “What’s that supposed to mean, though?”  
 
    “Honestly?” he said, shaking his head.  “I don’t know.  But it’s not good, I can tell you that.  It’s not good at all.”  
 
    I didn’t respond.  Instead, I just stared out at the field, wondering how in the world the population of our little town had devolved so quickly.  Sure, Justice Creek wasn’t exactly a utopia or anything, but we weren’t that far off.  Locals didn’t call it Mayberry without reason.  But I’d already seen people I’d known for a couple of years behaving in ways I never thought possible.  It was troubling, to say the least. 
 
    I remained like that, staring out at nothing as I leaned against the wall for most of that night.  At some point, I must have fallen asleep, because what seemed like an instant later, my eyes fluttered open to an early dawn light.  And to my enormous embarrassment, my face was nestled in Julie’s naked lap.   
 
    I sprang to my feet in an instant, apologizing profusely as she stared at me in confusion.   
 
    “It’s not a big deal,” she said.  “We’re all in the same boat.” 
 
    “It is a big deal,” I said.  “I don’t know how I ended up like that, but –” 
 
    “I put you there,” the eighteen-year-old girl said.  “If I had a problem with it, I wouldn’t have.  So just drop it, okay?”  
 
    I shook my head, starting to object, but I was cut off by the bark of the P.A. system.   
 
    “All Groups report to the gate,” one of the guards said.  “Now.”  
 
    Like everyone else, I knew better than to dally.  So, I didn’t hesitate to make my way to the front of the facility.  It was easy to forget how many people were in there, but when we were all gathered together, it was clear that the entirety of the town’s white population was within those walls.  What they’d done with the black men and women remained a mystery.   
 
    The gate opened, and two-dozen men with assault rifles advanced.  They were all African American, just like the man following.  I recognized him, at least.   
 
    Dr. Bell mounted a few stairs, climbing halfway up the guard tower before stopping.  He cleared his throat, saying, “You are all living in a new world, now.  You’ve yet to truly grasp how much your lives have changed, but in time, you will.  I can explain it, and I will, but you will not understand for some time yet.  That is to be expected.” 
 
    “What are you going to do with us?” some brave soul in the center of the crowd yelled.  I wished I’d have had the courage to speak up, but my time being tortured had all but destroyed my backbone.  I knew what evil these people could perpetrate, and more than just about anything else, I wanted to avoid that fate being directed at me.  I’m not sure if that makes me a coward or a pragmatist, but that’s just the way it was.  In any case, the outburst didn’t earn that person a punishment.  Instead, Bell simply nodded. 
 
    “A fair question,” he said.  “I went back and forth on whether or not to tell you.  There’s something to be said for keeping you all in the dark.  But I want real change.  I want you to understand that, no matter how much you fight it, you will become what I want you to become.  In fact, you will eventually beg me for it.”  
 
    An uncomfortable murmur erupted from the crowd, and Bell smiled.  Behind the line of men with assault rifles was the enormous Sikes and Ezekiel, who, I was quick to note, leaned on a cane.  Perhaps I’d hurt his knee quite a bit more than I’d expected.  I wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or a bad thing.   
 
    “Of course, most of you won’t believe me,” the bald, dark-skinned man said.  His voice was almost pleasant, and it was definitely unconcerned.  “But that doesn’t matter.  You’ll come around.  I’m confident in that much.”  
 
    He reached into his pocket, retrieving a handkerchief, and mopped his face.  The harsh, Mississippi sun had already turned the morning into a sauna.   
 
    “It’s pointless to delay any longer,” Bell said.  “Some of you, I’m certain, have noticed the differences between our different groups.  That is by design.  Group Four, step forward.”  
 
    More murmuring filled the air, and Bell glanced back at Ezekiel, nodding.  The thin man grinned broadly, pulling up his tablet.  I knew what was coming.  I had seen that look on his face hundreds of times.  But I still wasn’t prepared for what happened when he pressed his finger against its screen. 
 
    Pain lanced throughout my body, and I collapsed to the ground.  I hardly even noticed every other person in the clearing reacting the same exact way.  It went on for almost a minute, unceasing agony arcing throughout my body, burning through my nerves like a wildfire.  And then, just as suddenly, it ceased.  I looked up to see most of the men and women around me staring ahead, confused.   
 
    “Like I said,” Bell stated.  “Group Four, on your feet, and step forward.”  
 
    The crowd couldn’t obey quickly enough.  Everywhere I turned, there were stout, strong women rising on unsteady feet.  Some looked athletic, with muscles to rival a man’s.  Others were softer.  But they were all tall, with broad shoulders.  They moved toward the line of men with guns as the rest of us rose to our feet.   
 
    “You women have the honor of being Breeders,” Bell said.  “If you can’t accept that role, you will remain here.  But bear in mind that, after today, the rules are suspended.  We won’t protect you any longer.  Choose.  Pass through the gate, and you’ll start your new life.  Turn around, and you’ll remain in limbo a relic of the past.” 
 
    Three-quarters of the women turned around, but a good portion went through the gate.  Bell looked disappointed, but only for an instant.   
 
    He continued, “Group Three, step forward.”  
 
    They did.  And he made a similar offer to them, except instead of being Breeders, they would be designated as Domestics.  I wasn’t quite sure what that meant, but no further explanation was forthcoming.  Over half of these people – men and women alike – went through the gate.   
 
    Then, he asked Group Two to come forward.  Again, I was amazed at the sheer size of the men who strode toward the line of soldiers.  They were the biggest and strongest men in the town.  Sure, they weren’t bodybuilders or anything, but if any of them were under six feet tall, I would’ve been surprised.  And most had plenty of muscle to back it up.   
 
    “You will be the Workers,” Bell announced.  “Laborers.  And studs for the workforce.”  
 
    Some of the men smiled at the idea of being “studs”.  When Bell told them to step through the gate, only a couple dozen men remained behind.   
 
    “And finally, Group One,” Bell said, and I noticed that, for the first time, a smile decorated his face.  “Step forward.”  I, along with the rest of my groupmates, did.  Bell continued, “You have the immense responsibility of becoming Pleasure Slaves.  You will serve your betters with your bodies in whatever way they see fit.  Some of you will be pampered.  Loved, even.” 
 
    I glanced to my left, where Noah stood.  His jaw clenched.   
 
    “Choose,” Bell said.   
 
    For a long moment, no one moved.  And then, a dozen men and women stepped forward, walking through the gate.  I understood their reasoning.  Whatever awaited out there was better than what would inevitably happen in The Pens come nightfall.  No rules.  No protection.  Group Two wasn’t nearly as numerous, but there were still plenty of them to overpower the unwilling.   
 
    I almost stepped forward.  If Noah had, I would’ve followed.  But it seemed almost like a betrayal to leave him behind.  So, I remained with my feet rooted firmly to the hard-packed ground.   
 
    “I will make this offer every morning,” he said.  “If you go through the gate, you get the protection every commodity deserves.  If you remain, you’ll be on your own.  Now, go back to your respective pens.”  
 
    And we did.   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
      
 
    They hit us on the second night after Bell’s offer.  We’d posted guards, but we all knew they were nominal.  If any of the other groups wanted us, they’d take us.  It was that simple.  That it took the cavemen of Group Two an entire two days to realize that was something of a miracle.  Or maybe they were just that stupid.   
 
    That night, they took two women and one man.  We thought it was because they’d been the closest to our meager gate.  The next morning, the trio whose names I didn’t even know, rejoined our Group, dead-eyed and walking gingerly.  We tried our best to comfort them, but it was no use.  They, along with almost ten others from our Group, took the offer when it was made later that morning.  So it went for nearly a week, until we numbered barely more than a couple dozen.   
 
    None of the other groups, save the alphas in Group Two, fared any better.  I grew to recognize that look in their eyes.  It took a lot to make a person willingly embrace slavery, but the constant threat of rape was one of them.  Even I wondered if it wouldn’t be so bad to simply give in, and, on the eighth day, I said as much to Noah. 
 
    “You don’t understand what they want from us, do you?” he said, keeping his voice low.   
 
    “They want us to be pleasure slaves,” I said.  “I heard Bell, same as you.” 
 
    “Think about that,” he said.  “Think about what that would mean for Julie.  Or Anna.  Think about what it’d mean for either of us.”  
 
    “But Bell said we’d be protected,” I stated.  “We’d be –” 
 
    “Well-maintained property,” he supplied.  “We only have to hold on for long enough for someone from the government to come.  The FBI.  The CIA.  Something.  They can’t keep something like this a secret.  And when word gets out, they’ll send the fucking National Guard to break it up.”  
 
    He really believed it.  I could see that much in his expression.  But then again, maybe he needed to.  After all, I couldn’t imagine what it was like for him, being unable to protect his family the way he knew he should.  It must’ve been eating him alive.  No doubt, he’d cling to any sliver of hope he could.  It would’ve been inspiring if it wasn’t so naïve.   
 
    I knew better than to believe that the white knights in the government were on their way.  Mississippi was a forgotten state, and it always had been.  Nobody that mattered cared one little bit what happened down here.  They never had.  And Justice Creek was far enough removed from the rest of civilization that it would be months, if not years, before anyone even noticed we’d gone dark.  It was a depressing reality, but it was one I’d been forced to accept.  Noah, I was sure, would one day come to the same conclusion.  And when he did, we’d all walk through that gate and embrace whatever our new lives held.   
 
    “I have a plan,” he said, his voice hardly more than a whisper. 
 
    “For what?” I asked. 
 
    “For escape,” he said.  “I’ll tell you more tonight.”  
 
    A plan.  Was the man really that stupid?  Not only were we surrounded by twelve-foot walls topped with razor wire, but we all had pain-inducing microchips embedded in our necks.  And that wasn’t even considering the guards with assault rifles keeping a constant eye on us.   
 
    I wanted to argue with him.  I wanted to tell him that he was being stupid, that escape was impossible.  I almost did, but something – perhaps it was the lone remnant of my lost courage asserting itself – held me back.  What if he did escape?  What if he somehow made it to a phone?  What if he got into contact with the government?  Our nightmare would be over, and the town would go back to normal.  It sounded like it was too good to be true. 
 
    But it was something. 
 
    For the next few hours, as the sun descended toward the horizon, I allowed hope to trickle into my thoughts.  For those brief hours, I believed we might have a chance.  By the time the sun had set, I was on pins and needles, excited to hear his plan. 
 
    “It’s simple,” he whispered.  “There’s a guard change around midnight.  For a little while, there’s only a pair of guards at the gate.  That’s it.  Nobody’s in the towers.” 
 
    “That can’t be right,” I muttered, glancing up at the nearest tower.   
 
    “They’re not scared of us,” Noah stated.  “They haven’t been for a while.  Those boys, they’re just people.  They’re bored.  My plan is to take advantage of that.”  
 
    Suddenly, I knew exactly where he was headed.  He wanted to make a run for the gate, overpower the guards, and get loose.  It was simple.  And stupid.  But it was all we had.  The hope I’d allowed to weasel itself into my brain had taken root, and I wanted to believe we had a chance.  When he explained his plan, I agreed to help. 
 
    “When?” I asked.   
 
    “Tonight,” he said.  “In a few hours.” 
 
    I nodded. “What about the Twos?” I asked. 
 
    Noah shook his head.  “I don’t know,” was his answer.  “We can’t fight them.  If we go out there, we’ll be taken.  That’ll be worse than failure.”  
 
    As it turned out, we needn’t have worried about the Twos.  When Noah judged it was time to go, we crept out of our pen, warily making our way toward the gate.  It was only a little over a hundred yards, but it felt like a hundred miles as we hugged the wall, trying our best to hide in its shadow.  We were exposed.  Literally naked.  And defenseless.  Neither of us was so deluded that we thought we’d stand even the slightest chance if the Twos found us lurking out in the open.  
 
    But they didn’t. 
 
    Soon, we found ourselves crouching near the gate, watching our quarry.  The man I would take was young, probably only barely into his twenties.  Noah’s was a little older, but still in his prime.  Both were in their prime, heavily muscled, and they looked deadly.  Second thoughts crept into my mind.  I shoved them away.  I was committed.   
 
    And then, Noah nudged my arm.  That was the signal.   
 
    On silent feet, we ran, crouching low.  I tackled my mark with a bone-crushing hit that any NFL linebacker would have been proud of.  Noah did the same.  I wrestled the man’s rifle away from him and slammed the butt of the gun into his face.  Once.  Twice.  Blood went flying.  Three times.  I felt a surge of adrenaline.  Four times.  He was out.  Probably dead.  Five times.  The bones of his face had lost all form.  He twitched.  Six times.  He was dead.   
 
    I kept hitting him anyway, weeks of frustration playing out as the gun’s stock connected with the man’s once-youthful face.  When Noah finally grabbed my arm, it was unrecognizable as belonging to a human being.   
 
    “Let’s go,” Noah mouthed.  I looked over to see that his own mark had met a similar fate.  Noah himself was covered in blood, just like I knew I was.   
 
    Breathing hard, I rose, following him into the guard’s shack.  It was a simple layout – a few computer monitors and a big, red button that said “Gate” on it.  Noah pointed at it, whispering, “When I push this, we run.  You go East.  I go West.” 
 
    I nodded.  We’d been over it already.  If I could find a car, I should try to steal it.  If not, make for the woods.  Keep going until I got to something resembling civilization.  Get to a phone.  Call the FBI.   
 
    It sounded so simple in my head, but I knew there were a thousand things that could go wrong.  Glancing back at the guard I’d killed, I realized that it didn’t matter.  There was no backing out.  I had to go forward.  So, I had no choice but to say, “Let’s go.” 
 
    He jammed his fist onto the button, and we were moving through the gate as soon as an opening presented itself.  I dashed to my left.  He went right.   
 
    That’s when everything went wrong. 
 
    A gunshot rang out, and I heard Noah scream.  I didn’t dare look back.  Instead, I sprinted towards the woods, ducking into the brush.  I heard another gunshot, and then a sound like an angry bee came buzzing past my ear.  I didn’t stop.   
 
    Sticks and rocks made the run agony on my feet.  Briars and limbs did the same to the naked flesh of my legs.  But still, I ran.  I reached my limit, then pushed past it, my breath coming in ragged gasps.  I was a prey animal, scared and keenly aware that my life depended on my ability to escape.  Instinct took over, and I plunged forward through the darkness.   
 
    I ran for what felt like hours, but I knew it could only have been a handful of minutes.  I’d never been much of a runner, and the complacency of The Pits combined with my time as a torture victim had robbed me of what little ability I had.  I was running on pure adrenaline, and that kind of exertion can’t last long.   
 
    I slowed to a brisk walk.  My every muscle felt like it was on fire.   
 
    And then I vomited, the thin gruel that had become a staple of my diet coming up as my stomach protested my actions.  Once it was empty, I dry heaved for a few moments, my muscles contracting involuntarily.  When the spasms were finished, I straightened to my full height, trying to take stock of my position.   
 
    I’d grown up in the city, and, as a result, I was hopeless as a woodsman.  Sure, I’d been hunting with Noah a few times, but sitting in a shooting house and waiting for a buck to show itself wasn’t real hunting.  One stretch of forest looked much the same as any other to me.  But I could tell direction, at least.  East.  That was my charge.  That’s where Noah had told me to go. 
 
    Noah.  The thought of my mentor’s name made me consider his fate.  Clearly, he’d been shot, probably by one of those rubber bullets.  Even as I stood there, he was likely being interrogated or tortured.  Or, it was possible that he was already dead.   
 
    I shook my head, clearing my mind.  It didn’t do anyone any good to dwell on things I couldn’t change.  I had a responsibility to do whatever I could to escape.  The whole town was depending on me. 
 
    With that reality in the forefront of my mind, I took off again.  Immediately, I realized how much the adrenaline, which had begun to fade, had masked my pain.  I was bleeding from more than a few cuts on my legs and feet.  I couldn’t really see it, but I could feel the slow trickle.  I willed myself forward, ignoring my discomfort.  If my time being tortured had given me one thing, it was a heightened pain tolerance.   
 
    After an hour or so, I saw a light.  It actually took me a few minutes to recognize it.  I’d fallen into something of a stupor, only thinking “One foot in front of the other”.  But as soon as I realized what I was looking at, my pace quickened.  Soon, I approached the tree line and peered through a clearing at a modest house.   
 
    It was probably thirty yards away.  Surely, there would be a phone inside.  And failing that, I couldn’t help but notice an old, square-bodied pickup truck parked on the other side of the house.   
 
    I ran forward, my feet appreciating the soft lawn.   
 
    And then, almost at precise moment I reached the door, my entire body went numb.  I fell to the ground, unable to move more than my eyelids.   
 
    Almost a minute later, I saw blurry figures approaching from the tree line.  I wanted to scream.  I wanted to cry.  I wanted to do something, anything.  But as they made their way to me, I could do nothing.   
 
    “Lucky he stopped,” said one.  “If he’d stayed out of range –” 
 
    “Look at him,” said another.  “He couldn’t keep going.” 
 
    “Mr. Tate’s not going to be happy about this,” the first said. 
 
    “We got him back,” remarked the other.  “That’s all that matters.  Put him under.” 
 
    “We could put him down,” the first man said.  “Nobody would know.  Nobody would care.” 
 
    “No,” was the reply. 
 
    “But he killed –” 
 
    “I said no, Reynolds,” interrupted his clear superior.  “No arguments.”  
 
    “Yes, sir,” Reynolds said. 
 
    A moment later, I was overtaken by unconsciousness.   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
    I awoke to a cacophony of pain, but I didn’t open my eyes.  I didn’t have the strength to face what I knew was coming.  I’d swung and missed, and as a result, the entire town would pay the price for my incompetence.  It was a depressing thought, but I couldn’t ignore it.  What hope I’d managed to nurture was gone, replaced by the cold sting of reality.   
 
    Finally, after a few moments’ worth of self-pity, I managed to open my eyes.  A blindingly white room greeted me, so I knew where I was.  However, instead of the familiarity of my cell or the unavoidable dread of the Torture Chamber, I was confronted by a fairly normal-looking hospital room.  What’s more, I quickly surmised that my injuries had been seen to. 
 
    I didn’t know whether that was a comforting thought or not.  On the one hand, if they were going to kill me, they wouldn’t have treated my wounds.  So, I was pretty sure that I wasn’t going to be put to death.  But there was a flip side to that coin as well.  Some things were worse than dying.   
 
    I don’t know if I dozed or if I simply lost myself in thought, but I didn’t so much as move a muscle until I heard the heavy, metal door opening.  I turned my head to see Dr. Bell entering the room.  Behind him was Mr. Sikes’ hulking form, but the big man didn’t cross the threshold.   
 
    “Ah, you’re awake,” said Bell.  “Good.  Good.  You gave us quite a scare.” 
 
    I looked away, tears welling up in my eyes.  I couldn’t help it.  “Is Noah dead?” I asked. 
 
    “Your accomplice?” Bell asked.  “No.  He’s alive, but he’s a bit worse for wear.  I hear he’s had a rough couple of nights.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked. 
 
    Bell shook his head.  “The men from Group Two are little better than animals, I’m afraid,” the bald man said.  “He’s been at their mercy.”  
 
    I let out a silent groan, imagining my friend on the receiving end of their attentions.  He was almost forty, but Noah was still a handsome man with soft features.  No doubt, the animals in Group Two had used him, just as they’d used dozens of others.   
 
    “What are you going to do to me?” was my next question. 
 
    “I’m going to give you a chance,” Bell said.  “Right here.  Right now.  You can avoid your friends’ fate.  Assume your rightful place, and you will be protected and pampered. You have my word.” 
 
    “And if I don’t?” I asked. 
 
    “Same as before,” the scientist said.  “You go back to The Pens.  One way or another, you’ll make the right choice.  I’m simply encouraging you to avoid quite a bit of pain before realizing that you have no other option but to acquiesce.”  
 
    “Pass,” I said.   
 
    “But you don’t –” 
 
    “I said I pass,” I repeated, interrupting him.   
 
    The man sighed.  “Very well.  You’ll regret it, but you have to do what you have to do,” he said, rising.  He walked toward the door, then, to Clarence, who hadn’t moved, he said, “Release him into The Pens.”  
 
    Less than an hour later, I’d been stripped of my bandages and escorted back into The Pens.  I quickly found Noah, who sat on the ground in our designated area, leaning against the wall.  His face was battered, and a pair of large, splotchy bruises bloomed on his torso.  He barely looked alive.   
 
    Flanking Noah was his daughter, Julie, and his wife.  Both looked tense, almost as if ready for a fight.  Idly, I considered that they probably were.  A man in Noah’s shape was an easy target, and they would see it as their responsibility to protect him.  I approached, my feet shuffling. 
 
    “Is he okay?” I asked, looking at my unconscious mentor. 
 
    “No,” said his daughter.  “He’s not okay.”  
 
    “Julie,” chided her mother.  “It’s not his fault.  Michael isn’t responsible for any of this.” 
 
    Julie set her jaw, but she didn’t respond.  I could clearly see that she wasn’t convinced of that fact.  Moreover, I wasn’t either.  If I’d been a little faster, maybe I could’ve gotten help.  But I’d failed.  Twice, if I was honest.  That stung.   
 
    “How long have I been gone?” I asked. 
 
    “Two days,” answered Anna.  “They threw him back in night before last.  We didn’t know.  The Twos took him.  He came back the next morning, but he wouldn’t talk about it.”  
 
    “I’m not so far gone that you need to talk about me like I’m not here,” growled Noah, opening his eyes.  “And I haven’t given up hope.  We’re going to get away, and –” 
 
    “No,” I said.  “We’re not.”  
 
    “W-what?” he asked. 
 
    “You heard me,” I stated.  “Look – I’ve thought a lot about this.  I’ve been out there.  I know.  And as far as I’m concerned, we have two choices.  We can either die in these pens, or we can give them what they want.  There’s no other option.” 
 
    “You can’t mean that,” said Anna. 
 
    “I do mean it,” I responded.  “I thought I could get away, maybe.  I ran for miles.  They can track us, you know.  That’s the only way they could’ve found me in the dark like that.  And if they can track us, they can find us anywhere.  And as soon as they’re in range, they zap us.  They fucking paralyzed me with the press of a button.  I couldn’t move.  I couldn’t do anything.”  
 
    “So, you’re giving up?” Noah asked. 
 
    “I’m facing reality,” was my response.  “And you should too.”  
 
    I walked away to the other side of our designated enclosure, but I could feel Noah’s eyes boring into me.  For that matter, Julie’s stare was no less intense than her father’s.  But I didn’t care.  I had told them the truth, and there was nothing else for it.  We were backed into a corner, and one by one, we’d all face the same decision: give in or die.   
 
    I still wasn’t sure which way I’d go.   
 
    Almost an hour later, I was staring at the ground, my head hanging as I propped my arms on my knees when I heard someone approach.  I looked up to see Anna standing over me.   
 
    “Can I sit?” she asked. 
 
    I shrugged my bare shoulders, which she took as permission.  Anna was only a couple of years younger than Noah, but she was still a very beautiful woman.  Her auburn hair framed a soft, cherubic face, from which piercing green eyes stared.  A smattering of freckles decorated her nose, and even without makeup, she was quite a sight.  And that wasn’t even considering her body, which looked like it belonged on a woman ten years her junior.  Gravity hadn’t taken its toll just yet, I couldn’t help but notice.   
 
    “What do you want?” I asked, my voice coming out in something of a pout. 
 
    “To talk,” she stated.  “About Noah and Julie.”  
 
    “Talk, then,” I said. 
 
    “They won’t give in,” Anna said.  “I know they won’t.  But it’s the only way either of them is going to survive.  Noah’s not going to last much longer here.  You can see that, right?  And Julie will fight tooth and nail if those Twos take her.  They’ll have to kill her.”  
 
    “And you?” I asked. 
 
    “I’m more pragmatic,” she answered bluntly.  “I know where we’re going if we stay here.  But out there?  Maybe we can survive long enough for this nightmare to come to an end.” 
 
    “And if it doesn’t?” was my next question.  “Are you prepared to live the rest of your life as a ‘pleasure slave’, whatever that entails?”  
 
    “I’m prepared to survive,” she said.  “And I want my family to do the same.”  
 
    “Where do I come in?” I asked. 
 
    “I think you know,” she replied. 
 
    I did.  “You want me to persuade them to go,” I reasoned. 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “I’d have to lie to him,” I said. 
 
    “I know,” Anna stated.  “And I’ll back you.  Between the two of us, we can get them to go.”  
 
    I nodded, knowing she was probably right.  But that didn’t make it any easier to swallow. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
    I took a deep breath, staring straight ahead as I sat beside Noah.  Julie and Anna were nearby, but they were out of earshot.  Only a couple dozen of our groupmates remained in The Pens, the majority having trickled through the gate, one by one, over the week since the failed escape attempt.  As I stared out at the predawn light, I knew that more would follow in less than an hour when the offer was made anew.   
 
    “Do you know what they did to me in the month before the put me in here with you?” I muttered, not looking at my mentor.   
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Noah shaking his head.  “I have an idea, but you haven’t really talked about it,” he admitted.  Some of his bruises had faded, turning from dark blue to shades of green and yellow, giving his skin a mottled, almost alien look.  But he looked better, healthier.  I couldn’t help but wonder how long that would last.   
 
    “They tortured me,” I said. 
 
    “I figured,” was his short response. 
 
    “But it wasn’t what you’re probably imagining,” I said.  Reaching up, I massaged the barely-there bump at the back of my skull where they’d implanted my microchip.  It had shrunken to almost nothing, and soon, I was sure, it would be indistinguishable from the rest of my skin.  “These chips, they don’t just cause pain.  They do, but they can do a lot more than that.  Pleasure like you wouldn’t believe.  One push of a button, and…and…well, I mean…it’ll take your breath away.” 
 
    He snorted.  “Doesn’t sound like torture,” he said. 
 
    “They took me back and forth,” I said, locking my eyes on his.  “One second, intense pain.  The next, pleasure.  You don’t know how much that fucks with you, man.  After a while, I could barely tell the difference.  I was screaming for more while I writhed in agony, and I begged for them to stop while shuddering in pleasure.”  
 
    “Why are you telling me this?” Noah asked, turning toward me.   
 
    I looked him in the eye.  “Because I can’t go back to that,” I stated.  “I won’t.”  
 
    He narrowed his eyes.  “What are you saying?” he asked. 
 
    “I’m saying that I’m going to go through the gate tomorrow,” I said, looking away, my voice quivering.  “And I think you and your family should too.”  
 
    He barked a harsh laugh, then clutched his ribs.  Obviously, a couple of them had been broken by the rubber bullet.  Laughing must have been agony.   
 
    “Not going to happen,” he said, a glimmer of defiance in his expression.  “I won’t give in.” 
 
    “Why?” I asked.  “Seriously – why keep fighting it?  We both know how this is going to end, right?  This has been going on for over a month now.  Nobody’s coming to help us.  Your wife and daughter are going to end up out there.” I pointed out into the clearing which comprised the bulk of The Pens.  Almost on cue, a trio of Twos came sauntering past, leering at us.  “They’ll be raped.  Probably killed.  So will we.” 
 
    “And going through that gate’s better?” he said. 
 
    I shrugged.  “It’s not worse,” I stated.  “And you heard them.  We’ll be taken care of.  Pampered, even.  Because out there, outside these walls, we have value.  In here, though, we’re just –” 
 
    “I never thought I’d hear you giving up,” Noah scoffed.  “I thought you were made of stronger stuff than that.” 
 
    “And I thought you’d realize that getting away would be easier out there than in here,” I whispered. 
 
    “W-wait, what?” he said. 
 
    “I’m saying that outside these walls are phones,” I stated.  “Cars.  Civilization.  All the things we need to get the word out about what’s going on here.  Make of that what you will.”  
 
    I hated lying to him.  I was certain that Bell and his cronies had thought of everything.  They wouldn’t have allowed us outside if they hadn’t.  But as far as I was concerned, the lie was going to save Noah’s life.  Probably his family’s, too.  I knew he wouldn’t last.  Soon, there wouldn’t even be the scant protection offered by numbers.  Every day, people trickled out of The Pens.  It wouldn’t be long before Noah and his family were all that were left to face the remaining Twos.   
 
    “Do you have a plan?” he asked. 
 
    I shook my head.  “No,” I admitted.  “But we’re not getting away if we’re stuck in here.  I know that.”  
 
    He nodded, but he didn’t respond.  I could practically see the gears working in his head as he stared out at the clearing.  He knew I was right, but giving in wasn’t something that came easily to him.  He was stubborn to a fault, and I knew that, if it were just him, he’d never give Bell and his goons the satisfaction of giving up.  But it wasn’t.  He had a wife and daughter to consider.  And just as I’d surmised that he’d end up dead if he stayed, he’d figured the same for them.  And no man would willingly allow that to happen, even if the alternative is as abhorrent as ours seemed to be.   
 
    Finally, after a few minutes, he said, “I think you’re right.  God help me, but I think you’re right.”  
 
    As he rose, I could see a single tear trickling down his sunburned cheek.  My eyes were similarly watery, though, as much as I wanted to, I didn’t weep.   
 
    “We’ll go today,” he said, then stepped away, going to rejoin his family.   
 
    I remained seated, my back against the rough, cinderblock wall as I watched the sun rise above the horizon.  Pointedly, I didn’t look at Noah and his family as he explained that they were about to walk willingly into slavery.  Anna, I was sure, would take it stoically, but Julie was possessed of her father’s fire.  She would rather die than submit.  That’s why I’d laced my argument with the hope of escape.  It was wrong and manipulative, but it was the only way to save their lives.  Still, knowing that didn’t make me feel any better about my actions.   
 
    After almost an hour, the P.A. came alive with instructions to assemble in front of the gates.  We were all well used to the drill, and the captives inside The Pens trudged to the required spot.  My stomach roiled with anxiety and anticipation as the guard rattled off the offers.  Group Four.  Three.  Two.  One.  I stepped forward, trying not to look as terrified as I felt. 
 
    It’s so strange.  I’d lost every ounce of hope I’d possessed.  I couldn’t muster the barest hint of optimism, and I was fully prepared to die.  But stepping into the unknown, even if the alternative was as horrible as The Pens, was horribly frightening.  It was all I could do to put one foot in front of the other as I strode through the gates to join the men and women who’d made a similar choice.  I was vaguely aware that a trio of people followed me – Noah and his family, no doubt.  I couldn’t bring myself to look any of them in the eye.   
 
    After the gates swung closed, a soldier sorted us back into groups.  The three men who’d belonged to Group Two were loaded into a nearby truck, while the women of Group Four were escorted to a black van.  The people from Group Three were similarly loaded into a different van, leaving Noah, his family, and me standing alone in front of the gate as the guards leered at us.  I hadn’t worn clothes in more than a month, but in that moment, I felt more exposed than I ever had in my entire life. 
 
    I felt a twinge of regret.  Had I made the wrong decision?  Would I grow to hate myself for what I’d done?  A thousand doubts raced through my mind, interrupted only by a familiar voice. 
 
    “I knew you’d break eventually,” said Ezekiel, seeming to appear out of nowhere.  He reached up to stroke my cheek, and I flinched.  “Let’s get them inside.  We’ve got a lot of work to do with these.”  
 
    The men saluted him, then dragged us the dozen-or-so yards to the compound proper.  As we went inside, I shielded my eyes from the startling whiteness of the place.  I’d forgotten how sterile it was.  I didn’t have long to dwell on such things, because the men didn’t allow us to dawdle.  The herded us through the building efficiently, coming to a stop at a series of doors that looked little different than any other in the facility.   
 
    A soldier opened one of them, nodding to Noah. “Inside,” he said.  When Noah hesitated, the guard gripped him by his upper arm and shoved him inside.  The next two doors saw a similar interaction with Anna and Julie.  Finally, I found myself being pushed into my own room, which I was surprised to find looked like a typical doctor’s examination suite.   
 
    Dominating the room was an examination table which had been covered in paper.  A counter stood against one wall, over which was a lighted X-Ray board.  I planted myself on the table, the normality of the room making more than a little aware of my nudity.   
 
    I only had to wait for about five minutes before a bored-looking guard came into the room.  He settled himself onto one of the stools.  He carried a clipboard with him. 
 
    “Do you understand what you’ve agreed to do?” he asked.  I nodded, and he continued, “Good.  Then you’ll understand that we expect you to abide by a few rules.  First, if you try to escape, we will kill you.  No questions.  No trial.  You are a slave.  Property.  And we can’t let property defy us.  Do you understand?” 
 
    I nodded. “I do,” I said. 
 
    “Very good,” the man said.  “Similarly, if you do manage to somehow escape, know that we will find you, and we will kill you.  More, we will take restitution in the form of one family member per day you’re gone.”  He looked down at his tablet.  “I believe you have a mother in Atlanta?  A brother in Montgomery?  Multiple cousins.  A nephew.  Friends.  Ex-girlfriends.  One per day.  That’s the deal.  We know where they are, and we can make good on the promise.  Do you doubt the claim?” 
 
    I shook my head, numb to the man’s claims.  I didn’t doubt that they could do whatever they wanted to do, short of challenging the actual government.   
 
    “Good,” he stated, smiling.  He rose.  “Very good.  In a few minutes, you will meet with the doctor.  However, I must require you to clean yourself first.”  He pointed to a nearby door.  “In there is a shower.  Use it.  When you’re done, Dr. Patel will be in to discuss your improvements.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
    The shower was, to put mildly, as blissful as any experience I’d ever had.  There’s something about getting clean – truly clean – that is so uniquely human that, even in the face of the decision I’d made, made me feel more like myself than I’d felt in quite some time.  The combination of hot water and soap revitalized me in a way I simply didn’t expect.   
 
    Of course, it also highlighted the fact that I was incredibly dirty.  Even as the water cascaded down my body, I couldn’t help but notice the thick runoff of dirt pooling near the drain.  It took a while before I was finished, partially because of the sheer filth, but mostly because I wanted to delay the inevitable for as long as possible.  The mention of a doctor and “improvements” had set my mind awhirl with a million different fears.  Images of my body, mangled beyond recognition, kept pushing to the forefront of my mind.   
 
    But I could only procrastinate for so long before I knew I’d be dragged out of the shower.  No doubt, they were already watching me.  Eventually, I’d be forced to face the consequences of my decision.   
 
    So, it was with great hesitation that I reached down and turned the water off.  I stepped out of the shower and quickly found a thick, cotton towel with which to dry myself, paying close attention to the delicate skin of my caged genitals.  After a while, I was satisfied, and I tossed the towel on the floor, almost as an act of petty defiance.  It was silly, but nobody had instructed me to hang it up.   
 
    When I stepped out of the shower, my bare feet slapping on the cold floor, I was confronted by a man in a white lab coat.  He was dark-skinned, but not black.  Probably Indian, unless I’d missed my guess.  Small and weedy, he was, no doubt, the Dr. Patel the guard had mentioned.   
 
    “Sit on the examination table,” he said, his voice lightly accented.  I did as he instructed, and he sat on the nearby rolling stool, clutching a clipboard.  Then, he proceeded to ask me a multitude of questions concerning my medical history.  I was as honest as I could be, though there wasn’t much to tell.  Aside from having my appendix removed as a small child, I’d never really had any medical problems.  I’d never even broken a bone before.  After getting a good snapshot of my medical history, Patel gave me a thorough physical.  It would have been humiliating if he hadn’t been so clinical about it.  As it was, it was simply uncomfortable, which was a step up from what my life had devolved into.  When he was finished, he bade me sit down.   
 
    “Do you know what will be done to you?” he asked, marking something on his clipboard.   
 
    I shook my head.  “No,” I admitted. 
 
    “That’s probably kinder,” he stated, looking up.  “I wish I had better news, but you will likely not be pleased with the alterations which have been ordered.” 
 
    “What are they?” I asked, dreading the answer. 
 
    “I wish I could tell you,” he said. “But your new owner has requested that you remain ignorant of your fate.  In any case, it doesn’t matter.  You can’t stop it.  You’ll be in surgery before the end of the day.”  
 
    “S-surgery?” I muttered.   
 
    “Yes,” he said.  “Extensive surgery.  You’ll spend the next month or so in recovery, and then you’ll assume your place as your owner’s new pleasure slave.”  
 
    I didn’t know what to say.  The man had revealed my fate in such a matter-of-fact way that it had struck me dumb.  I don’t really know what I expected, but the idea of being operated on scared me almost as much as the anticipation of my life as a “pleasure slave”, whatever that might entail.  However, for better or worse, I didn’t get much time to dwell on it, because soon after, Patel and I were joined by a pair of black orderlies who wheeled a gurney into the room.   
 
    As if in a daze, I climbed onto the rolling bed, shivering as much from the cold as a creeping sense of fear.  One of the men quickly established an IV and plunged the needle of a syringe into the tube.  A few scant minutes later, I was almost calm, a result of some drug, no doubt.  In any case, I was in no frame of mind to examine it too deeply as the orderlies wheeled me through the facility.   
 
    I tried to pay attention to my surroundings, and I saw a few other examination rooms along the way.  However, because of the drug coursing through my system, I was less than attentive.  Soon, I simply quit trying to make sense of it all.   
 
    After what felt like an eternity, I found myself being heaved onto an operating table.  Idly, I realized that someone was unlocking my chastity device.  Patel – or some doctor who looked a lot like him – started marking all over my body in a felt-tip marker.  My chest.  My hips.  My groin.  My face.  By the time he was done, I felt like my entire body had been graffitied.   
 
    “How many for this one?” one of the surrounding people asked. 
 
    “Everything,” said Patel. 
 
    “Jesus – we’re going to be working on him for a week,” the first man groaned.  “Who’s getting him?”  
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” Patel stated.  “Just do your job, Martel.  We’re not supposed to have opinions on this.”  
 
    The other man didn’t answer.  Or maybe he did, and I simply didn’t hear it.  My mind wasn’t exactly equipped to follow the conversation.  A few moments later, a face appeared above me.  It was a black man with a broad nose and kind, brown eyes.  Beyond that, his features were a mystery because they were obscured by a surgical mask.   
 
    “I’m about to put you under,” he said, placing a rubber mask over my face.  I smelled ozone.  “Just take a deep breath.  There, that’s the ticket.  Again.  Just like that.” 
 
    I could taste the cold anesthesia, and I experienced a moment of panic.  However, as my mind revved into full-blown hysteria, my body refused to respond.  I lay there, limp and immobile, unable to do a damned thing.   
 
    “Now, count back from ten,” the man said.   
 
    I couldn’t muster the control to even speak, but I couldn’t help but count in my head.  Ten.  My eyelids started to get heavy.  Nine.  I blinked rapidly.  Eight.  I couldn’t keep my eyes open.  Seven.  Six.  Unconsciousness overtook me, and I was overwhelmed by blackness.   
 
    I’m not sure how long I was out, but I do know that I wasn’t lucid for quite a while.  I regained consciousness periodically, and for just long enough to realize that I was in great pain, only to succumb to unconsciousness once again.  I didn’t dream, but I did see flashes of the doctors who worked on me. 
 
    I would later discover that, during that time, I endured a multitude of surgeries.  Apparently, it was easier to simply keep me in a drugged, semi-conscious haze rather than revive me fully between operations.  The result was that I had no idea what, exactly, had been done to me until it was far too late to reverse it. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
      
 
    Some time later, I awoke to a cacophony of discomfort, confusion, and disbelief.  As I shifted in the bed, I felt wrong, like my weight was distributed in all the wrong ways.  In retrospect, that assessment was spot on.   
 
    “Ah,” came Dr. Patel’s familiar voice.  He loomed over me, his swarthy face covered in an expression of genuine concern. “You’re awake.” 
 
    I tried to sit up, but he gripped my shoulder.  “There’s something wrong,” I muttered, my voice coming out in a hoarse whisper.  “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Nothing,” was the doctor’s simple response.  “Everything went perfectly.  You turned out better than any of us could have hoped.  You’re beautiful.” 
 
    Beautiful.  In all my life, I’d been described a lot of different ways.  Handsome.  Good-looking.  Small.  Slim.  Pretty boy.  I’d earned the descriptors with my blonde hair, soft features, and clear, baby blue eyes.  But nobody had ever called me beautiful.  It sent a chill up my spine.   
 
    “H-how long?” I asked, my eyes darting around.  The room held no hints as to the passage of time, though I had a feeling that quite a few days had come and gone.  “How long was I out?”  
 
    “A little over a month,” he stated.  “It would have been a lot more if Dr. Bell hadn’t lent his expertise.  The man is a genius, and he’s engineered a number of ways to speed healing.  Without his aid, I never would have dared to chain so many surgeries together.” 
 
    I nodded, trying not to think of the implications of his claims.   
 
    “W-what did you do to me?” I asked, my voice quivering. 
 
    “Everything,” the man said.  “We did everything.  Would you like to see?”  
 
    “Do I have a choice?” was my distressed response.  He didn’t answer.  Instead, he hooked a hand under my arm, pulling me upright.  I couldn’t ignore the distinct weight tugging at my chest, though I did try.   
 
    I swung my feet off the bed, resting them on the cold, tile floor.  Closing my eyes, I tried to steady my nerves by breathing deeply.  It didn’t work.  I was on the verge of panic because I’d already begun to suspect what they’d done to me.  I didn’t want to see.  I didn’t want to confront whatever changes they’d made.  However, I didn’t have a choice.  I knew that much, even if I didn’t know anything else.  So, I opened my eyes, and pushed myself to my full height.   
 
    Thankfully, Dr. Patel’s grip provided a steadying influence, because, without it, I would’ve tipped over.  My legs were unsteady, and my center of gravity had changed considerably.  I tried to ignore it as he led me toward the corner of the room where a full-length mirror awaited my gaze.   
 
    It’s a strange thing, looking into the mirror and seeing someone you don’t recognize.  We take comfort in our own self-image.  It’s solid.  Unchanging.  It provides a sense of identity.  So, when I looked into that mirror, Patel’s arm all but holding me upright, I couldn’t help but feel a little lightheaded.   
 
    “T-that’s not…n-not me,” I muttered.  Already, I could hear a higher pitch lacing my raspy voice.  It fit the image before me. 
 
    “Like I said,” Patel stated, pride and happiness evident in both his voice and expression.  “Beautiful.” 
 
    I couldn’t argue with his assessment.  Looking back at me was a beautiful woman, albeit one with a shrunken, seemingly vestigial penis.  She had wide hips, a narrow waist, and a pair of perfectly-formed, perfectly sized breasts capped with half-dollar sized areolas and erect nipples thicker than a pencil’s eraser.  It was the body of a swimsuit model.   
 
    And her face – God, her face – it was practically angelic.  Pouty lips, wide, blue eyes, high cheekbones, and shaped like a heart – she looked the sort of woman that would stop traffic.  There wasn’t a trace of masculinity there, save the aforementioned male genitalia.  Certainly, I could see a bit of my old face in there, but everything was so much softer.  I looked like I could’ve been my own supermodel sister.   
 
    I raised a dainty hand – had it always been so small?  Had my fingers always been so thin?  As I brushed my long, blonde hair from my eyes, so did the woman in the mirror.  She was me.  I was her.  They’d transformed me into a woman.  More, they’d turned me into the sort of woman who men the world over fantasized about.   
 
    Absently, I allowed Patel to turn me around, and I was horrified – or impressed, I’m not sure which was more appropriate – to see that the backside looked just as enticing as the front.  My rear end held the shape of a heart, and my back had the perfect amount of arch to it.  My long, shapely legs tapered into dainty feet.   
 
    “W-what did you do to me?” I groaned. 
 
    “I did what I was required to do,” the doctor said.  “Breast implants.  Liposuction.  Hip and buttocks implants.  Facial feminization.  Hair transplants.  Electrolysis.  The chip in your brain has even altered your body chemistry to resemble a woman’s.”  
 
    “B-but why?” I asked 
 
    “Because this is what your new owner wanted,” was Patel’s simple response. 
 
    My new owner.  I was someone’s property, and he – or she, I suppose – had ordered alterations.  I’d been renovated like an old house.  And I had no doubts about why.  I was to be used as a woman.  I had no illusions about my fate.   
 
    “I…I need to sit down,” I said. 
 
    “Of course,” the doctor said, guiding me to the bed.  “As speedy as your recovery was, you’re still in for quite a long period of rehabilitation.  And after that, you’ve got to be trained.  But for today, this is enough.” 
 
    I didn’t respond.  I couldn’t.  I didn’t dare utter a single word, lest I scream.  Instead, I simply lay down and let him tuck me in beneath the sheets.  I couldn’t help but notice that my nipples tented the thin fabric in an extremely suggestive way.   
 
    He left me alone, then.  Alone with my thoughts, such as they were.  Regret.  Foreboding.  Hate.  Anger.  Self-pity.  Arousal.  A cavalcade of emotions swirled about my mind, mingling with questions about my future.  I had no responses, only questions.  I must have fallen asleep – no doubt, I was still heavily drugged – because one minute, I was pondering my own sense of self, and the next, I was being shaken awake by a big, black man in hospital scrubs.   
 
    “Up you get,” he said in a heavy British accent as he peeled the sheets off my naked body.  “Lots to do today.”  
 
    “W-who are you?” I asked. 
 
    “Nigel,” he said.  “And I’m your physical therapist.  It’s my job to get you back to normal.”  
 
    I shook my head.  “I think that ship’s sailed,” I stated, looking down at my voluptuous body. 
 
    “Fair enough,” Nigel agreed.  “But that doesn’t change the fact that I’m charged with your full recovery.  You’ve been abed for nearly a month.  Your muscles haven’t completely atrophied, but they’re close.  It’s my job to reverse that.” 
 
    He seemed pleasant enough, but I couldn’t allow myself to forget that he was in league with the people who’d imprisoned me and most of my town.  However, railing against him would do little good, so I simply allowed him to do his job, and true to form, over the next few weeks, he coaxed me back to health.   
 
    At first, I couldn’t do much.  I could barely even walk unassisted, and only for a few scant steps.  However, after constant work, I saw improvement, and day by day, I regained my strength.  Soon, I was making exponential progress each session.   
 
    One such day, about two weeks after we’d begun, I sat on a bench, sweating from my recent exertions.  Nigel loomed over me, his ever-present smile plastered on his dark face.  I looked up, asking, “Can I ask you a question?”  
 
    “Certainly,” was his cheerful answer. 
 
    “Why?” I asked, suppressing a cringe at my own high-pitched voice.  Patel had done something to raise the pitch, and it was a constant reminder of my apparent gender. “Why are you here?  Why is anyone here?  I know there must be some reason.” 
 
    “Money,” he said.  “The good Dr. Bell pays well.”  
 
    “It’s more than that,” I stated. 
 
    “He’s a great man,” Nigel stated.  “It must be difficult to see that from your position, but he is.  He has saved more lives than any single man I have ever known.” 
 
    “He is not saving lives now,” was my blunt response. 
 
    “No,” Nigel said, shaking his head.  His smile faded.  “This is a mission of revenge.  My fervent hope is that he gets this hatred out of his system.  Perhaps this is what he needs to refocus himself on his good works.  That’s what I hope.” 
 
    “Revenge for what?” I asked. 
 
    He looked away.  “That is not for me to say,” Nigel said, his tone curt.  “Suffice it to say that the man is filled with anger, and that anger is completely justified.”  
 
    “But –” 
 
    He turned on me.  “No more talk,” he said.  “You are finished.  I can do no more for you.  Tomorrow, you will begin your training.”  
 
    I knew better than to ask for more information.   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
      
 
    I let out an exasperated sigh.  “I’m trying,” I complained, bending down to massage my foot. 
 
    “Try harder,” said Mistress Leanne, a severe, unforgiving woman of Korean descent.  Her voice was coated with equal parts disdain and disappointment.  “Again.”  
 
    I rose, taking a deep breath before launching into the complicated ballet exercises.  I’d been doing them for scarcely three weeks, but the small woman’s demanding nature had forced me to progress far more quickly than I ever could have imagined.  Already, I’d become a passable dancer, and soon, I was sure I would progress even further – if I was allowed to continue. 
 
    As I bent and twirled, I doubted that would ever come to pass.  According to my tutor, my dance lessons had one goal: to make my movements more feminine and graceful.  And once that goal was achieved, I was certain that I’d move on to something else.  My new owner, it seemed, didn’t want me learning on the job.  To that end, he – I was almost certain it was a man – had scheduled a number of teachers just like Leanne to tutor me into femininity.   
 
    There was Rhonda, a thickset black woman who’d begun to teach me everything there was to know about feminine grooming.  Hairstyling, makeup, and style were her areas of expertise, and I’d been forced to become, if not an expert, then something approaching competence.   
 
    Then there was Paulina, a tall, thin woman who’d been charged with teaching me comportment.  The way I talked, the way I walked, and everything in between – those were her stock and trade.  I felt clumsy and useless in her presence, but she’d professed that I’d gained a modicum of ability passing myself as a born woman.  However, she’d added that I had a long way to go yet.   
 
    I hated them all, and not just because they were hard on me.  It was also because the women were clearly in league with the people who’d kidnapped, imprisoned, and forcibly feminized me.  They were accomplices to my enslavement.  Nothing could make me forgive that.   
 
    However, I couldn’t help but feel a sense of achievement any time one of them paid me a compliment, rare though that was.  I wanted nothing more than to do well, to achieve the things they wanted me to achieve, and I hated myself for it almost as much as I hated them.   
 
    Over time, I had begun to become acclimated to my new body.  I didn’t like it, of course, but I’d started to feel like the new me was the right me, if that makes any sense.  I had gotten used to seeing the pretty woman staring back at me in the mirror.  I had gotten used to running my well-manicured fingers across my sensitive nipples.  And I had gotten used to the increasingly-familiar weight tugging at my chest.   
 
    I think that was the most depressing part of it all.  I could almost feel my old identity washing way, peeled back from my self-image by my teachers’ constant assaults coupled with the reality of my changed body.  If I’d been allowed more than a few moments to myself at any given time, I might have lost my grip.  As it was, though, I simply put one foot in front of the other, metaphorically speaking.  I did what they wanted me to do.  I obeyed their rules.  And I set myself on the path to becoming exactly what they wanted me to be.   
 
    It’s sort of amazing, the human capacity for adaptation.  In the space of a few months, I’d been completely reformed from the ground up.  My own mother wouldn’t have recognized me if she passed me on the street.  More, she probably wouldn’t even have believed me if I screamed in her face about my true identity.  The person I’d once been was almost completely gone.  But I came to terms with it, in a manner of speaking.  Certainly, I wasn’t happy.  I doubted I ever would be again.  But over the two months of my training, I just adapted to my new reality in a way that surprised even me. 
 
    Maybe, if I didn’t have slavery looming over me, I could’ve adjusted further.  I could have accepted, maybe even enjoyed, being a woman.  Parts of it, at least.  But I wasn’t allowed even that thin slice of human happiness, because as soon as I found myself settling in, I was told that I’d be starting my new life the next day.   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
      
 
    For most of that night, I tried to figure out how long I’d been in captivity, but my mind kept coming up blank.  It wasn’t so much that I couldn’t count the days; I could.  Rather, it was that I’d lost so much time, what with my recent, medically-induced coma and my first month or so being tortured.  However, no matter how long it had been, I couldn’t help but realize that whatever I’d once been, whoever I’d once been, those days were long gone, never to return.   
 
    That scared me, I think, and more than I cared to admit.  Even if I managed to one day escape, what kind of life could I then expect?  I looked like a woman, and a beautiful one at that.  More, after weeks of being forced to walk and talk like one, I would have a hard time forcing myself to re-adopt my masculine bearing.  And if I were rescued?  God, that scenario frightened me even more.   
 
    In the best-case scenario, my rescuers would see me as a pitiful freak.  And the worst?  Well, they might think I’d sought out my transformation.  After all, what man would allow himself to be so thoroughly changed?  What sort of man could adapt to feminine comportment so easily?  Surely, there must have been some part of me that wanted it, right?  I could hear the questions, even as I lay in my cot, staring at the featureless ceiling.  In my mind, they weren’t so different from all the people who blamed particularly promiscuous women for being raped.  It was disgusting, but, in my experience, the expectation probably wasn’t all that far off from reality.   
 
    I don’t think I got a wink of sleep that night, I was so distracted by the coming day.  So, when the guard – a familiar man who’d never introduced himself – pushed through my door unannounced, he saw me at my worst – exhausted and with tear-stained cheeks.   
 
    “Get up,” he said.  “And follow me.” 
 
    I knew better than to talk back or disobey.  I’d always been a fast learner, and I knew that nothing could be gained from such rebellion.  So, I simply rose and obeyed his command, following him out of my domicile and into the adjacent hall.  Without a word, my escort led me through the compound – I still couldn’t make much sense of the layout, though that wasn’t terribly surprising, giving the homogeny of its décor; after all, one white wall looked much the same as another – not stopping or slowing down until he reached a door which I knew would take us outside.  He pushed through, and I followed, squinting into the morning sunlight.   
 
    “Hello, my pet,” came the voice of the last man in the world I wanted to see.  I looked up to see Ezekiel staring down at me, grinning broadly.  The expression looked evil on his near-skeletal face.  “I’m so very eager to introduce you to your new life.”  
 
    I admit, I almost turned on my heel and sprinted away, right then and there, consequences be whatever they may be.  The man terrified me, and not just because he was the author of so much of my pain.  Others had hurt me, too, but none of them – not even Dr. Bell – filled me with the sort of dread which accompanied Ezekiel’s presence.  He was different.  Evil to his core.  I could sense it as easily as I could smell his horrible cologne.   
 
    And he was my new master.  No one had to say it, not implicitly.  I could see it in his eager expression.   
 
    Somehow, though, I managed to subdue my rampaging terror and incline my head.  “I look forward to it, master,” I cooed, using the voice and the line I’d been forced to memorize.  I felt dirty just saying it.   
 
    He stepped forward, reaching out to run his fingers along my bare flesh.  He wasn’t shy.  He didn’t need to be.  I was his property, and he’d likely waited quite some time to enjoy playing with me.  It’s amazing he showed the restraint he did while he caressed my skin.  Some men wouldn’t have.   
 
    After a few moments, he nodded to a nearby van.  “Inside,” he hissed, his cold voice carrying with it a calculated note of desire.  It sent a shiver up my spine, which I tried to ignore.  Instead, I took a step toward the van, and one of the guards opened the side door.  I climbed in, and a mere second later, it clanged shut behind me.  I settled down on the floor – it didn’t have back seats – and waited, my heart pounding out of my feminine chest.   
 
    I barely noticed when two men – Ezekiel and a guard – got into the van.  I didn’t pay attention when they started it up and drove away from the compound that had been my home for longer than I could even say.  Nor did I count the seconds as we made my way to what would become my new prison.  I simply stared ahead, numbly wondering whether I could force myself to accept my new life.   
 
    So, I was a bit surprised when we pulled to a stop in front of what had once been the mayor’s colonial-style mansion.  Roger Lewis had been mayor of Justice Creek for far longer than I’d been a resident.  In fact, his family was something of an institution in the small town, likely due to the fortune they had amassed cutting huge swaths of the Mississippi forest into lumber for the mills to the south.  Idly, I remembered seeing Lewis and his wife among the members of Group Three, the people Bell had called Domestics.  Servants.  I’m not proud of it, but I couldn’t help but think it served them right.  They were uppity folk who deserved to be taken down a notch.   
 
    The van’s door slid open, and the guard dragged me back into the sunlight.  Ezekiel had already begun walking up the steps, leaving me alone with the leering guard.  I was about to ask what I was supposed to do when Ezekiel opened the door, revealing another familiar face.  Anna stood there, naked and framed by the doorway, for a long moment.  Then, she embraced her master, kissing him deeply.  Passionately.  It lasted far longer than I would have expected, and when they broke away, she was breathless and smiling.   
 
    “Tend to the new one,” he said.  “She’s special.”  
 
    With that, Ezekiel stepped inside, giving me a better look at my mentor’s wife.  She looked much the same as when I’d left her, except she was far cleaner.  In fact, she looked gorgeous.  Her body wasn’t nearly as perfect as mine, but it was all natural.  Her porcelain skin was smooth, hairless, and unmarred by even the smallest blemish.  Once, the mere sight of her in such a state would have more than gotten my manhood’s attention.  But as flooded as my system was with female hormones, it remained flaccid.  Useless.  And tiny.   
 
    She stepped closer, and I saw that more than just her hygiene had been altered.  The sunlight glinted off a series of piercings that had never been there before.  Her nipples sported a pair of barbells, their ends shaped like hearts, and her navel boasted a chain, dangling from which was a matching shape.  I saw a glint of metal at her groin and figured that it, too, had acquired some new jewelry.   
 
    “Hello,” she said, acting for all the world like she didn’t know me.  That wasn’t all that surprising, given how much I’d changed. “Follow me.” 
 
    “Anna,” I breathed.  “It’s me…it’s…M-michael.” 
 
    “Michelle,” she hissed.  “Your name is Michelle.  And I know exactly who you are.  If you’d like to remain upright for the foreseeable future, you’ll shut the fuck up and follow me.” 
 
    I swallowed any response.  Michelle.  It made sense that my name would’ve been feminized, just like the rest of me.  But it sounded odd in my head.  Wrong.  Something told me that no one would care about my discomfort concerning my new name.   
 
    She turned and mounted the steps.  I saw a curious tattoo on her backside.  It looked like a black spade with the letter “Q” cut out of it.  I followed her inside, wondering what it meant.  The mansion’s décor was exactly what I might have expected, had I given it much previous thought.  All hardwood floors, cherry panels, expensive art, and foreign rugs – it all screamed one thing: money.  I hardly noticed it as Michelle escorted me through the foyer and sitting room, into a side room, and up a flight of stairs.  We came out on the second floor, and she led me down a short hall and into a huge bedroom. 
 
    I almost gasped.  The thing was huge, decorated like it belonged to a teenaged princess, and dominated by the color pink.  As I stared at the furnishings, my mouth agape, Anna shut the door behind her.   
 
    “I’m sorry about that,” she said, sitting on the bed.  It creaked a bit. “In public, there is a certain protocol we have to follow.  I can’t seem to familiar with you, or we’ll both be in trouble.”  
 
    “I…I don’t understand,” I admitted. 
 
    “I know you don’t,” Anna stated, shaking her head. “It took me a little while to understand it as well.  But the long and short of it is that you’re now a sex slave.  So am I.  And we’ve got to seem happy about it, too.” 
 
    “Happy?  H-happy?  I won’t –” 
 
    “You will,” she stated.  “Or he’ll give you to the guards.  I’ve seen it happen.  You’ll spend a week getting raped, over and over.  Those men, they don’t have any mercy.  But the Master, he treats us well, so long as we give him what he wants.  He doesn’t beat us or anything.” 
 
    “I…I don’t know if…I don’t know if I can…d-do that,” I stammered, trying to wrap my brain around what she’d said.  I had, I suppose, expected sexual slavery.  However, it hadn’t seemed real until I’d seen Ezekiel’s leer, until I’d felt his probing fingers.  I was purpose built for sex, and there was very little I could do to keep men from using me for such.  The idea was revolting.   
 
    “You can,” she said. “And you will.  But he won’t come for you until tomorrow.  For now, you need to settle in.  You’ll be sleeping in here with me for a while.  All the new girls do.  And we’ll get you some shoes.  You can’t walk around barefoot.  The Master doesn’t like that.”  
 
    “W-what happened, Anna?” I asked. 
 
    “My name isn’t Anna anymore,” she said.  “It’s Queen Fifi.”  
 
    “What?” was my next question. 
 
    “Fifi.  Like a poodle.  His pet.  And the ‘Queen’ part is because I run his harem,” she said.  “He doesn’t call me that, of course, but you and the other girls are expected to, especially when men are around.  And as for what happened…well…I survived.  Noah was taken from us the day we went through the gate.  Julie and I were separated the next day.  The Master claimed me.  Julie went with one of the townspeople.” 
 
    “Wait, what?” I asked.  “The townspeople?  What are you talking about?” 
 
    She shook her head.  “Sorry,” she said.  “I forgot how little you know.  The townspeople.  Black men and women who lived here before everything changed.  They weren’t taken.  They were given our property.  They were given their own slaves.  And Julie was claimed by a man named Ronald Darby.” 
 
    “That creepy, old guy that works at the Quik-Mart?” I blurted. 
 
    “He’s living in the Johnson’s house, now,” she explained.  “Apparently, he’s made himself quite useful, chasing down escaped slaves.  Julie was one of his rewards.”  
 
    I didn’t miss the bitterness in her voice.  Nor could I ignore my own outrage.  A man like that?  With a girl like Julie?  It was practically obscene.   
 
    “We’ve got to save her,” I announced, puffing my surgically enhanced chest out.  I almost fooled myself into believing I didn’t look ridiculous.  Almost. 
 
    “Save her?” Fifi blurted.  “We can’t even save ourselves.  No – she’s on her own, just like we are.  And you’d better get used to the reality that nobody’s going to save you, either.  This is your life now.  This is who you are.”  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    I didn’t dare move, lest I wake Anna.  Or Fifi.  Or whatever she wanted to be called.  I didn’t care about that.  However, I did care about the fact that her arm was draped over my body as she snuggled close, her breasts pressing against my back.  It was one thing to see her naked.  It was quite another to have her in such close contact.  Even if it couldn’t be avoided – we were, after all, sleeping in the same bed – I still felt guilty.  What would Noah say?  How would he react? 
 
    Given the way his wife had acted, maybe he wouldn’t care.  Perhaps he was just as hopeless as her.  The thought was incredibly depressing, but I had to acknowledge that it might be true.  It wasn’t difficult to imagine that he might have given up.  No wife.  No child.  His masculinity had probably been taken, just like mine.  For a man like Noah, that would be enough to drive him over the edge. 
 
    I was lost in thought when Fifi stirred, squeezing my breast.  Before I knew what she was doing, I felt her fingers on my nipple.  She gripped it between her thumb and forefinger, rolling it back and forth.  I let out a soft moan before I could stop myself.   
 
    Jesus, it wasn’t supposed to feel that good, damnit.  But it did.  God, it did.   
 
    I tried to pull away, but she clamped down on me with her arm.  “Don’t you dare,” she said.  “You’re a slave.  You’re supposed to be pliable.  I am your superior, and if I want to play with those tits, I will.  And you’ll act like you like it.”  
 
    “But –” 
 
    She twisted violently, and I let out a yelp of surprise, mingled with pain.  “W-what was that for?” I cried. 
 
    “To make a point,” she stated, her voice passionless.  “That’s what it’s all about.  You don’t get the luxury of consent.  You’re here to be used.  Abused, if they want it.  If I want it.  You can’t let yourself hesitate.  You can’t let yourself complain.  You’re going to be disgusted.  I know you will.  But if it shows, you’ll be punished.  And if you’re punished often enough, they’ll cut their losses.  A hesitant pleasure slave is useless.  And the fact that you have a purpose is the only thing keeping you alive right now.”  
 
    I relaxed.  She was right, of course.  I knew she was.  I only had to decide if I wanted to stay alive.   
 
    “And I know what you’re thinking,” Fifi said.  “Because I thought it, too.  Death’s better than slavery, right?  Well, maybe.  Maybe it is.  And they know that.  So, it’s not certain that they’ll kill you.  They can do horrible things to you, Michelle.  Horrible things.  I saw a girl – she probably wasn’t more than nineteen – kept in a cage like a dog.  I saw them make her do horrible things while they watched.  And if she resisted?  They turned on that chip.  They laughed while she writhed in pain.”  
 
    “Jesus,” I muttered, her hand still griping my breast.   
 
    “So,” she said. “Just make yourself useful.  Be what they want you to be.  It’s better than the alternative.”  
 
    “O-okay,” I said, still not fully accepting what I’d agreed to do.   
 
    “Good,” Fifi said, abruptly throwing back the blankets.  She pushed me onto my back and straddled my torso.  “Now – I want a bit of a wake-me-up.  I assume you’ve eaten pussy before.” 
 
    I nodded, not comprehending what she had planned.  With a grin, Fifi rose to her knees and crept forward, settling her sex above my face.  I could smell her essence, it was so close.   
 
    “Lick,” she said.  “And do a good job, or I’ll have to report you.”  
 
    Then, she smothered me.   
 
    I’ve never been particularly talented in the realm of cunnilingus, mostly because I’ve only had a handful of girlfriends in my life.  For whatever reason, I was always too busy for real relationships.  And it wasn’t that often I wanted to dive between the legs of perfect strangers.  But I wasn’t hopeless at it, either, and soon, my ministrations had Fifi bucking her hips in pleasure.   
 
    “Oh,” someone said, their soft voice muffled by Fifi’s thighs.  “I didn’t know you were engaged, Queen Fifi.  I’ll be back in a few moments.” 
 
    “Nonsense,” Fifi breathed.  “I’m just initiating the new girl.  Do what you need to do.”  
 
    Thankfully, the newcomer couldn’t see my blush.  I didn’t know I’d have an audience.  However, Fifi’s warnings kept running through my head.  Over and over.  I couldn’t afford to show even the slimmest hint of reticence.  A hesitant slave is a useless slave.   
 
    So, I licked.  I kissed.  I used every trick I could ever remember even hearing about, and soon, Fifi was trembling with a spectacular orgasm.  I couldn’t help but feel a sense of satisfaction as her thighs clamped down and she screamed in delight.  I did that.  I gave her that small slice of pleasure in her otherwise horrible life.  That, at the least, had to be good, right?  
 
    A few moments after the aftershocks of her orgasm had faded, Fifi climbed off me, and I was greeted by an image of three people, all dressed identically, standing near the door and watching me.  They all wore old-fashioned maid’s uniforms.  Black dresses with white aprons and matching bonnets.  But they weren’t all women.  One was plainly the former owner of the house, Roger Lewis.  However, he was almost unrecognizable, because he’d plainly lost quite a bit of his considerable weight, shaved his beard, and wore a smattering of makeup.  However, he hadn’t been surgically altered, not like me, so the effect was a bit jarring.  The other two were women I didn’t recognize, though I couldn’t ignore the fact that they were quite plain-looking.   
 
    Domestics.  Servants.  They didn’t need to be pretty.  Not like Fifi and me.  It was nauseating, and not just because they’d watched me service my friend’s wife.  No – it was upsetting because they didn’t seem alarmed by it.  Clearly, they’d seen such a scene before.  It was just another part of their day.   
 
    Fifi said something to them I didn’t really hear, and they cleared out of the room, leaving us alone.   
 
    “Clean yourself up,” Fifi said, rising from the bed, all passion gone from her voice.  She sounded almost robotic. “You look a mess.”  
 
    It took me longer than I care to admit to realize that she’d been putting on a show for the servants.  And it took me even longer to come to the conclusion that she’d done so, not for their benefit, but for mine.  No doubt, I needed to get used to being used in such a way.  I needed to acclimate myself to having an audience.   
 
    As I showered, I tried to wrap my mind around what I’d just done.  Had I enjoyed it?  Had she?  Or was it all just an act?  I wasn’t sure what was real and what was put on.  It wasn’t until I’d gotten out of the shower and dried myself that Fifi reappeared.  She wore a series of vinyl straps that looked like nothing so much as the outline of a one-piece bathing suit with the interior cut out.  It seemed more revealing than if she’d been completely naked.   
 
    “Put this on,” she said, tossing me a crumpled wad of similar material.  I didn’t have to unravel it to know that my outfit would match hers.  With a sigh, I started putting it on, and after a few minutes of difficulty, I managed to settle it into place. 
 
    It was tight and incredibly uncomfortable.  A strap dug into the crack between my butt cheeks, splitting before it reached my front.  The Y-shape did nothing to contain my genitals, and they were allowed to flop free as the garment, such as it was, traveled up my torso.  A pair of cups circled my breasts as the straps met behind my neck.  Nothing was covered.  But then again, it wasn’t really intended to be decent.   
 
    I stepped into a pair of clear-soled, platform high heels and stood before Fifi.  “How do I look?” I asked. 
 
    “Passable,” she said, reaching up to wrap a strip of patent leather around my neck.  A collar.  Like a dog.  “Now, come along.  The master wants to take us for a walk.”  
 
    My heart leapt into my throat, but I didn’t hesitate before following her out of the room.  I understood the consequences of disobedience, and I had little desire to relive my days as a torture victim.  As we descended the steps, I caught sight of another couple of servants – one male and one female – and for the second time, I became curious about the lack of distinction between their attire.  Men and women alike wore the same maid’s dresses, it seemed.  However, I wasn’t allowed to dwell on it, as, at the bottom the stairs waited our Master, Ezekiel.   
 
    He wore an immaculate suit, open at the collar.  Somehow, he looked even more gaunt than before, but in a danger, rather than unhealthy, sort of way.   
 
    “Hello, Master,” Fifi purred, dipping under his arm.  Her hand went immediately to his groin, where it proceeded to massage his manhood.  I took a deep breath, swallowed, and mimicked her, attaching myself to his other hip.  My manicured fingers felt like they belonged to someone else as they joined Fifi’s in caressing his admittedly prodigious member.   
 
    “How may we serve you, Master?” I cooed, using the greeting Fifi had instructed me to use the night before.  Instantly, I was grateful for her instruction.  He seemed pleased. 
 
    “Maybe later, my pets,” the man said.  “Today, I want to show off my toys.  Meet me in the car.”  
 
    Fifi detached and curtseyed before him.  I did the same, feeling absolutely ridiculous as I sauntered out of the house, an exaggerated sway to my hips.  I felt cheap.  Whorish.  And guilty.  But I was also terrified of displeasing him, of doing anything that might upset my new Master.  I hadn’t needed Fifi’s warnings to know that they were capable of making my life hell.  I’d lived it.  And I wasn’t going back to that.  I’d die first. 
 
    We left the house, a nearly identical sway to our hips, and I was astounded to see the most beautiful automobile I’d ever laid eyes on waiting in the drive.  It was old – probably a relic of the thirties or forties – and looked like the sort of car royalty would drive.  Or rather, it looked like something in which they’d be driven.  With a gleaming black top, tan-colored sides, and matching, black fenders, it was breathtaking.  Judging by the telltale hood ornament, it was a Rolls Royce.   
 
    A driver stood at one of its fenders, a white man in a maid’s outfit, the hem of his long dress barely scraping the tops of his shoes.  He looked vaguely familiar, but I couldn’t place him.  No doubt, he was a townsperson with whom I’d been somewhat acquainted.  Now, he was just another servant.    
 
    “She’s beautiful, is she not?” asked Ezekiel, putting his arm around me.  He gave my shoulder a squeeze.  “I took her from a white man who crossed me.  When I was finished, he was no man at all.  I loved the look on his face when I fucked his beautiful daughter.  She screamed for more, even as he cried, begging me to stop.”  
 
    I didn’t respond.  I couldn’t.   
 
    “He deserved what he got,” Fifi intoned.  “And she got what she needed.  What we all need.  She must have thanked you when you finally gave her your seed.” 
 
    Ezekiel nodded.  “Yes,” he said. “She did.  And in the end, so did the man.  But like I said, he wasn’t a man by that point.  In fact, he looked much like our cute little Michelle here, save with a few more wrinkles.  But that’s a story for another day, my pet.  Today, I want to show off my new addition.”  
 
    He nodded to the servant, and the man opened the back door of the beautiful car, his eyes downcast.  Fifi got in, her head held high.  I followed, and finally, Ezekiel did as well.  I settled down to wait, but Ezekiel, it seemed, had other plans.   
 
    “You may please me now, pet,” he said.  “With your mouth.  I want to save that other hole for later.”  
 
    I glanced briefly at Fifi, who nodded, a slight widening to her eyes.  I knew what it meant.  Obey, or else.   
 
    I wish I was stronger.  Or straighter.  Or more of a man.  I don’t know.  Anything that would’ve gotten me out of what I did next.  But I wasn’t strong.  And I certainly wasn’t a man.  Not anymore.  I had the body to prove it.  So, trying to keep the tremble from my hands, I knelt in the spacious floorboard of the car, my knees digging into the soft carpet as I positioned myself between my new Master’s legs.   
 
    I was really going to do it, I thought, my dainty hands finding the fastener at his waist.  I slipped it open, then dragged his zipper down.  He wasn’t wearing any underwear.  I swallowed hard as I reached in there and gripped his thick manhood.   
 
    Jesus, it wasn’t even fully erect, and I could barely wrap my fingers around it.  How bit would the monster get when he got hard?  I dreaded the question because I knew I’d soon discover the answer.  It was all I could do not to cry as I beheld that python of a cock.   
 
    But I had a job to do.  I had expectations to meet.  And if I failed…I didn’t even want to think about the consequences.  So, I pulled it out, my fingers massaging it as I leaned forward.  My face inches from his groin, I could smell his musk.  I could almost taste it.   
 
    And then I flicked out my tongue and turned that “almost” into a reality.  It was the first of many.  I ran my tongue along the underside of his cock, and the thing responded in kind, hardening as I went.  Before long, it practically quivered with its intimidating rigidity.  And I trembled in kind, but for an entirely different reason.   
 
    I could almost pretend it wasn’t what it was.  After all, it was just skin.  But then, from time to time, I’d get a salty jolt on my tongue, announcing the presence of precum.  Or I’d get a particularly pungent whiff of his groin; in those moments, I couldn’t imagine it was anything but exactly what it was: a cock.  And assuming I could get my lips around the monster, I was about to suck it.   
 
    If I hadn’t been emasculated before, my manhood, whatever was left of it, was thoroughly decimated by the reality of my situation.  Rationally, I knew I wasn’t really a man.  I’d seen myself in the mirror enough to know that as a fact.  But there was some part of me that felt, deep down, that the old Michael was still there.  And maybe, until I tasted my first cock, he was.  Maybe he was hiding in the shadows of my mind.  But in the presence of a real man, he fled for good.  He was gone.  And only Michelle, a scared girl, remained.   
 
    I took the damned thing into my mouth as far as I could, gagging as it invaded my throat.  I ignored that feeling as I bobbed my head up and down, slobbering all over his impressive manhood.  I sucked his cock like a pro.  Or rather, that’s how I felt.  That’s how I imagined I looked.  But in reality, I was an amateur doing her best.   
 
    The thing about blowjobs, though, is that even a bad one will usually do the trick.  Men aren’t terribly complicated, and pleasure isn’t either.  Soon, I felt my Master tense, and then, without any other warning, he exploded into my mouth, sending hot, sticky, and salty cum down my throat.  Instinctively, I knew better than to spit it out.  So, I swallowed every last drop, even going so far as to clean his cock with my tongue.   
 
    “Good,” he said, running his fingers through my blonde hair. “You’ve got a lot to learn, but I’m glad you’re enthusiastic.  Some new slaves resist.  But you know your place.  That’s good.”  
 
    “I only want to please you, Master,” I cooed. 
 
    “I believe it,” he said, smiling down on me.  I felt like a particularly well-behaved dog.  “Now fix your makeup.  It won’t do much good to show you off if you don’t look presentable.”  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    I hated the way Fifi looked at me.  That expression of pride and arousal made me feel as much like a cheap whore as the act itself.  Almost.  Or maybe it was just that tiny remnant of my masculinity asserting itself that made me feel like that.  Either way, it was uncomfortable, and I avoided making eye contact with her for the rest of the ride.  Instead, I gazed out the window, trying to pretend that my world hadn’t changed.  Looking at the thick forest on either side of the road, I could almost believe it.   
 
    But that didn’t last long. 
 
    As soon as we came into sight of downtown Justice Creek, I had to suppress a gasp.  Certainly, the infrastructure looked much the same as the quaint town I’d grown to love in such a relatively short amount of time.  Main street was lined with various shops – the barber, the salon, the station where I’d worked, City Hall – it was all unchanged.  However, that’s where the similarity between reality and my memory ended. 
 
    Everywhere I looked, there were naked – or mostly naked – white people being led around on leashes by their new, black masters and mistresses.  Most of these I recognized as my groupmates from The Pit, but some of the feminized males, distinguishable only by the tiny genitalia hanging between their legs, were apparent strangers.  It was enough to make me nauseous.   
 
    The car pulled to a stop in front of City Hall, and Fifi practically pushed me out and onto the sidewalk.  She followed, and so did Ezekiel.  Before I could figure out what was happening, he’d clipped a pair of leashes to our twin, patent leather collars.  He tugged on them as he made his way up the steps toward the modest building.   
 
    A young, black man who looked somewhat familiar tipped his cap to Ezekiel, saying, “Mr. Mayor.” His tone was deferential, but even he led a ravishing blonde by the collar.  Her, I recognized as a local beauty queen, named Tiffany Ball, who’d only just graduated high school.  In the fall, she’d been scheduled to attend some Ivy League school.  If I remembered correctly, she had intentions of going to medical school.   
 
    As it stood, she looked ill-suited for anything but the dog park, because she naked, on all fours, and with her hair in pigtails.  Her mouth hung open, and her tongue lolled out of her mouth like a winded dog.  Almost on cue, she nuzzled against her master’s leg, letting out a pitiful whine, followed by a high-pitched bark.  The man ignored her, and right there on the street, she squatted and urinated.   
 
    I couldn’t help but gape at her.  She was a human being, and she’d just relieved herself like some sort of animal.  Didn’t she have any sense of dignity?  Humanity?  Didn’t she have any shame? 
 
    And then I realized that I was standing before City Hall, wearing little more than a few strips of vinyl, being led around by leash by a man who’d once tortured me.  More, I’d just sucked his cock in backseat of his expensive car.  Whatever I was thinking about poor Tiffany Ball, the same could be said about me.   
 
    As Ezekiel and the man exchanged pleasantries, I forced myself to look away.  Almost as soon as I did, I wished I hadn’t, because the situation in the town was far worse than I’d thought at first glance.  For one, all the shops were manned by black-dressed servants, but they didn’t seem to be taking money for their goods.  More, in more than one instance, I saw pleasure slaves servicing their masters out in the open.  One girl – or I hoped she was a girl; I couldn’t tell at a distance – screamed in pleasure as a pair of brawny, black youths passed her between one another.  I was still staring at them when I felt a tug on my leash. I looked up to see Ezekiel grinning at me.   
 
    “Interested in that, I see,” he said.  “You’ll get your turn later.  I promise.”  
 
    I wanted to protest, to claim that in no way, shape, or form was I interested in something like that.  But I couldn’t, and not just because if I had, there was a good chance that I would forfeit my life.  No – it was also because he was right.  I was interested.  The woman was clearly enjoying herself.  That was evident.  Was it possible that I would as well?   
 
    The thought shamed me, which, even though I knew it was silly, I couldn’t really help.  Again, that stubborn remnant of my masculinity reared its ugly head.  Thankfully, Ezekiel didn’t pick up on my embarrassment.  Or maybe he did, and it excited him.  He seemed like the type.  In any case, he didn’t say anything else before he led us up the steps.  I spared one more backward glance at Tiffany Ball, who was wagging her tail – yes, tail; she had what looked like one sprouting from her anus – at her master.  All I could think was that she looked happy, too. 
 
    A few minutes later, Ezekiel had left us in a side room while he ducked into the office of the mayor.  As soon as he was out of sight, Fifi relaxed.   
 
    “I thought you were going to lose it,” she said. “When you saw Spot, I –” 
 
    “Spot?” I asked. 
 
    “You knew her as Tiffany Ball,” Fifi explained.  “She’s Spot now.  You probably don’t recognize her master, but I heard the whole story.  Apparently, he asked her to prom last year, and she refused.  Somehow, he got it into his head that she’d done so because he was black.  As soon as she came available for purchase, he was there.  That girl’s life is hell, even for us.  She has to act like a dog, twenty-four hours a day.  She even sleeps in a kennel with his other dogs.”  
 
    “Jesus,” I muttered.   
 
    “But you kept your head,” she stated.  “Good.  You need to stay calm.  You’re going to see things that shock you.  Or at least, you will for a while.  Eventually, you just become desensitized to all but the worst of it.”  
 
    “O-okay,” I said, wondering if that was a good thing.  I didn’t want to get used to seeing young women treated like dogs.  Hoping to change the subject, I asked, “What’s with all the leashes?”  
 
    “It’s the law now,” she said.  “Pleasure slaves must be on a leash while in public.” 
 
    I shook my head, but I didn’t answer.  The whole thing seemed like a bad episode of The Twilight Zone, only more messed up.   
 
    “You’re going to have to work on your blowjob skills,” she said.  “He thinks it’s cute, now, but eventually, he’ll get tired of your ineptitude.  I’ll find you a dildo to practice on.”  
 
    I was about to respond when the door opened, and Ezekiel reappeared.  “Time to go, my pets,” he said.  He’d only been gone for an hour.  The man gripped our leashes in opposite hands and led us from the room.  I felt exposed, but I hid my humiliation as best I could.  I’m not sure how successful I was in that endeavor. 
 
    As we passed through the lobby, I heard a familiar voice call out.  “Ezekiel!” said a man across the room.  “Wait.  I need to speak with you.”  
 
    I heard the barest groan coming from my Master’s throat before he turned to face Dr. Bell.  The older man looked much the same as ever, but I couldn’t help but notice that he didn’t have a “pet” with him.  He was the first black man I’d seen unaccompanied by a pleasure slave.  However, he did have a servant trailing him.  The poor man looked ill-at-ease in his dress, but he did his best not to show it.  Clarence Sikes’ huge form lurked only a few feet away, almost unnoticed.  It was an impressive feat for someone his size.   
 
    “Ah!” said Ezekiel, plastering a fake smile upon his face.  “Dr. Bell!  So nice to see you!” 
 
    Even I could read the man’s insincerity for what it was.  Bell, though, ignored it. 
 
    “I need to speak to you,” the scientist said.  “In private.”  
 
    “Whatever you wish to say to me can be said in front of my pets,” my Master stated.  “Think of them as animals.”  
 
    Bell sighed, rubbing the bridge of his nose.  “This isn’t what I wanted,” he said.  “I didn’t want to force men into dresses.  I didn’t want fornication in the damned streets!”  
 
    “You told me to run the town as I saw fit,” Ezekiel stated.  “I did so.  Whatever you envisioned, it pales in comparison to what we’ve created.  They are cowed.  Defeated.  Enslaved.  And it’s running smoothly.  I don’t know what else you wanted out of this.” 
 
    “Change,” Bell muttered.  “I wanted change.” 
 
    “And you’ve gotten it,” Ezekiel said.  “This town is a long way from the racist cesspool of white supremacy you described.  It’s a utopia of –” 
 
    “It’s a twisted amusement park,” Bell interrupted.  “Built for people who’ve been oppressed.  Of course they’ve reacted poorly.  You’ve given them carte blanche to turn the tables however they see fit.”  He took a deep breath.  “But you’re right.  I gave this to you.  It’s yours to do with as you wish.  In any event, that is not why I wanted to speak with you.” 
 
    “What is it?” asked Ezekiel. 
 
    “I’m leaving for a while,” Bell said.  “I’ve got some business to attend to.” 
 
    “Ah, what business?” was Ezekiel’s next question. 
 
    “A young man in Arizona has developed a very intriguing formula,” the scientist said.  “I’m not sure exactly what it might mean, but I think it could be quite a find.  I’m going to do my due diligence, and then, hopefully, I intend to make an offer.”  
 
    Ezekiel waved his hand dismissively.  “You and your science projects,” he stated.  “Boring.  I prefer taking real action.”  
 
    “Indeed,” Bell said.  “In the meantime, carry on as you see fit.  I’ll be back as soon as I can.”  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    The rest of the day was much the same as the beginning – shocking and depraved.  As Ezekiel toured his small kingdom, such as it was, I was treated with a true picture of the current state of my adopted home.  And I was disgusted.   
 
    First, there were the men and women I’d once considered friends, or at least acquaintances, being treated like so much property.  Women – and men – being dragged around on leashes, forced into menial, dead-eyed slavery, or outright fucked on the side of the street, it was a true jolt to my perception of the world.  I admit that I kept thinking I’d soon wake up from that particularly macabre nightmare.   
 
    I didn’t.   
 
    Then, there were The Pens.  Only a few people were left, and they were dirty, ugly, and savage.  According to the report Ezekiel was given, there was at least one death each night, sometimes more.  Soon, there would be no one left to resist.  That seemed to please the hatchet-faced man who’d become my Master.   
 
    The fields came next.  For nearly a century, Justice Creek’s only real export had been soybeans.  Acre upon acre of soybean farms surrounded the small town, providing its residents with their income.  Sure, there were other businesses, but they paled in comparison to the sort of money soybeans made.  And all of them were manned by the men who’d once belonged to Group Two.   
 
    Big and strong, they labored in the fields, their only respite coming when they were required to breed with the women from Group Four.  That was the biggest shock, I think.  Worse than the fornication in the streets.  Worse than seeing pleasure slaves treated like animals.  Worse than having to suck the cock of the man responsible for my feminization.  I shudder when I think about it.   
 
    We saw them at a breeding.   
 
    The women, dirty and ungroomed, were strapped down on their hands and knees, their rears pushed high as their breasts hung low.  A few begged for release, but the vast majority merely stared ahead, their eyes lifeless, as the workers approached from behind.  The sex was animalistic and short-lived.  There was no real pleasure in it, save for the men.  And even they went about their business mechanically.  Their wordless grunts filled the air, mixed with the mewling moans of their partners.   
 
    I almost vomited in disgust, but I didn’t dare look away.  A pointed look from Fifi told me that I was expected to watch.  So, I did.  The image was burned into my mind.  I will never forget it.   
 
    The next stage of Ezekiel’s tour took us deeper into what had been dubbed The Nursery by its manager, a small, black man with a wicked scar across his face.  His name was Walter, and he led us into the cages reserved for women who’d already been impregnated.   
 
    “They will provide a solid base for workers,” Walter said.  “Over a few generations, we should be able to breed any resistance out of them.”  
 
    “Good,” said Ezekiel.  “Very good.”  
 
    The women looked miserable in their cages.  Bloated with young pregnancy, they weren’t allowed more than a few feet of movement.  Most were broken.  Even I could see that. 
 
    The tour ended at the community center, where Ezekiel promised that we’d have a nice little show.  I didn’t even want to imagine what he meant as he led us into the building.  Once, it had been the site of community meetings, Christmas plays, and other such things.  However, as soon as I walked into the low-slung building, I knew its purpose had changed.   
 
    Everywhere I looked, there were posters proclaiming the superiority of the black race.  There was even a statue of a giant, well-hung black man standing with his foot upon the throat of a scrawny white man.  Already, I’d started to become desensitized to the propaganda.  Where would I be after a month?  A year?  I didn’t want to think about it. 
 
    After Fifi and I were forced to join another group of pleasure slaves in a nearby corner, Ezekiel went into the main auditorium.  I seized the opportunity, grabbing Fifi’s wrist and dragging her away.  When we were almost out of earshot of the other slaves, I whispered, “We have to go.  Now.”  
 
    “Go?” she asked, genuinely confused.  “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “We can escape!” I hissed.  “There’s nobody watching us.  We could –” 
 
    Her hand shot out, lightning fast, the open palm striking me across the face, cutting me off.  “Do not say another word!” she whispered.  “You will remain here.  We all will.” 
 
    “B-but why?” I asked, rubbing my jaw. 
 
    “Because I have seen the consequences of trying to escape,” she said.  “How do you think poor Tiffany Ball ended up as a human dog?  I’ve seen worse, too.  You run, you get punished.  And worse, they will go after others.  Just yesterday, they brought in a new group of slaves.  I think they were related to Carl Nielson.  He and his wife stole a car.  They got to the old Addison Bridge before their chips paralyzed them.  The next day, they brought in the new slaves.  I won’t risk that.  I won’t, Michelle.” 
 
    “Jesus,” I muttered.   
 
    “You still don’t get it, do you?” she said.  “This is what we are now.  There’s no escape.  All we can hope is that they treat us well.  We’re pets.  Slaves.  And we’ll never be anything else again.”  
 
    “I…I can’t believe that,” I said. 
 
    “You will,” was her response, pointing around.  “Give it a week.  Two, at most, and you’ll be the same as the rest of us.  Look around.  Do you see any hope, here?  Do you see anyone who thinks we’ll get out of this?” 
 
    I followed her gesture, looking at the other slaves.  She was right.  None of them had even a semblance of hope in their eyes.  They were beaten, just like the women in The Nursery.  Would I have that same look, soon?  Would I end up the same way?  I wanted to believe I wouldn’t, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that I wasn’t nearly that strong.  I’d only been a slave for one day, and I’d already taken at least one step toward full compliance.  What would another day bring?   
 
    Neither Fifi nor I spoke for the rest of our time at the community center.  I was too distracted to provide conversation, anyway.  After a little over an hour, a crowd of black men and women – all seemingly happy – piled out of the auditorium.  Some stopped to pick up slaves, and soon, Fifi and I were all alone as we awaited Ezekiel’s exit.  He came out last, flanked by a pair of men who could only be described as sycophants.  I didn’t hear a single word they uttered, but I could read body language well enough to tell that they were “yes” men.  It made sense, of course.  Ezekiel wasn’t the sort of man who welcomed disagreement.   
 
    After shaking hands with Ezekiel, the two men departed, and our Master collected us.  The ride back to the mayor’s mansion was much like the ride into town, except Ezekiel wanted Fifi’s mouth instead of mine.  I was grateful for that, at least.  However, I couldn’t help but wonder if I’d displeased him in some way.  Was that why he’d chosen Fifi? 
 
    I pushed the thought from my mind and focused instead on the passing landscape.  Darkness had already begun to fall, which gave the woods an ominous cast.  I welcomed the dreary scene because it matched my mood.   
 
    When we finally reached the mansion and piled out of the gleaming antique car, Ezekiel said to Fifi, “Get her ready for tonight.  You know what I like.”  
 
    Fifi curtseyed and grabbed my arm.  She pulled me up the steps and into the house.  Before I knew it, we were alone in “our” room, where she told me to strip.  I obeyed without thinking.  It was easier that way.  After only a few seconds, I was naked – or rather, I’d discarded the thin strips of vinyl which had comprised my outfit.  Fifi had as well. 
 
    “Do you know what’s about to happen?” she asked. 
 
    “I have a good idea,” I answered, facing her.  She was so close that our nipples almost touched.  Idly, I realized that we were almost the exact same height.   
 
    “Do you?” she asked, cocking her head to the side.  “Because you seem oddly calm, given what’s coming.  I wonder – were you gay before all this?”  
 
    “Does it matter?” was my responding question.  She didn’t answer, so I said, “No.  I’m not gay.  I just don’t know how my freaking out is going to change anything.  I knew what to expect the moment they told me what I’d be.  I’m not happy about it, but it’s not like I have a choice.” 
 
    She smiled; it was without warmth, humor, or anything else that usually accompanied such an expression.  “You’re starting to understand,” she said.  “Now – you’re going to need to clean yourself, and thoroughly.  Take a shower.  Use the enema.  If you need help, I will provide it.”  
 
    I shook my head.  “I…um…I can manage,” I muttered, covering the short distance to the bathroom.  I shut the door behind me and let out a deep sigh as I leaned against it.  I almost broke down right there.  The day’s events had taken their toll, and the coming encounter loomed large in my mind.  I thought I’d made peace with the reality of my new position.  I knew I was going be required to have sex with a man.  I’d known for a while.  But with it almost at hand, I couldn’t help but feel a sense of overwhelming panic.   
 
    I could have screamed.  I almost cried.  I very nearly smashed the nearby mirror so I could use the shards to open my veins.  But I am a coward.  Or maybe I’d succumbed to the distinct absence of hope in my life.  In any case, I squared my shoulders and went about making myself presentable.   
 
    The shower itself felt good, though I barely felt the hot water relaxing my tense muscles.  I wish I could’ve enjoyed it, but I knew I was on the clock.  Soon, Ezekiel would be ready for me, and if I forced a delay, it wouldn’t end well for me.  So, I cleaned myself with floral-scented soaps, trying to ignore my feminized body.  I still wasn’t completely used to the surreality of it all.   
 
    Using the enema was a bit of a chore; I’d been taught how to during my recovery and training, but I’d never quite gotten the hang of it.  And it certainly wasn’t comfortable.  However, it was necessary, given the night’s coming encounter.  My rectum needed to be clean.   
 
    After a while, I stepped out of the bathroom, my skin clean and my makeup freshly applied.  My wavy hair hung loose, which was how I assumed Ezekiel would want it.  I was right.   
 
    Fifi took one look at me and said, “Good.  You look good.” She tossed a pair of shoes at me – white and with a five-inch heel – saying, “Put those on.  He’s expecting us any minute.”  
 
    I did as she commanded, balancing on the precarious heels as I followed her down the stairs and into the den.  Ezekiel lounged on a leather couch, naked and with his huge penis on full display.  I hated the fact that it drew my attention so easily.   
 
    “Ah, my pets,” he said.  “You both look beautiful.”  
 
    “Thank you, Master,” we said in unison as we both curtseyed before we descended upon him.  I followed Fifi’s lead, and as she trailed kisses down up his thigh, I did the same down his torso.  He smelled good, which made the whole thing that much worse.   
 
    I felt the man’s spindly hand on my breast.  He squeezed, hard.  I didn’t stop my kisses, running my tongue along the ridges of his abdominal muscles.  He was a thin man, but there wasn’t an ounce of fat on his body, which made his musculature feel far more prominent than it really was.   
 
    And then I was face-to-face with his cock again.  In the car, I hadn’t been able to truly appreciate its size.  But free of the confines of his pants, the thing looked even more massive than I remembered.  I gripped it, and as it hardened, I realized that it wasn’t that much smaller than my forearm.  Perhaps, I couldn’t help but think, the stereotype about black men was true.  Maybe they really were better endowed than their white counterparts.  The evidence stared me in the face.   
 
    Fifi got there first, wrapping her lips around the head as I licked his weighty testicles.  I hated myself, even as I did it, but it wasn’t like I had much of a choice.  If I didn’t please him, I’d end up being brutally punished.  I couldn’t bring myself to face that possibility, so I did what had to be done. 
 
    Our tandem blowjob progressed, and we alternated our foci.  Fifi would break away, and I’d eagerly start trying to deepthroat his enormous member.  While I did that, she would pay expert attention to his balls.  And then, we’d switch again.  Eventually, we found ourselves licking opposite sides of his meaty shaft, his respective hands on our heads.   
 
    “It’s time, my pets,” he said.  I looked up, a trail of saliva connecting my lip to the head of his cock.  I knew what he meant, but still, I hesitated.  I don’t even really remember standing.  Maybe Fifi helped me.  Or maybe I just sort of blacked out.  That happens, right?  In moments of great stress, we sometimes lose time. 
 
    I wish I didn’t remember the rest of it. 
 
    Fifi guided me into place, my ass hovering over his erect manhood.  From somewhere, she produced a small bottle of lubricant, and with practiced ease, she liberally coated his cock with the stuff.  And then, I was lowering myself onto him.   
 
    I wish I could describe the sensation of being impaled on such an impressive cock for the first time.  I felt like was going to be split in two, like one wrong move, and I’d just burst apart at the seams.  Inch by inch, I took it, and all the while, Fifi breathed encouragement.   
 
    “That’s it,” she’d say.  “Take it all.  A little at a time.” 
 
    My only response was a pained moan as I did exactly as she instructed.  It felt like it took an eternity, but one bit at a time, I took his cock into my virgin ass.  By the time it was entirely inside me, tears rolled down my cheeks.  I bit my lip to keep from crying out, but even so, a thin, quivering, and wordless sound escaped my throat.   
 
    And he laughed.  God, that was the worst part of it.  The sadist actually laughed at my pain.  I wanted to turn around and strangle him.  But I couldn’t.  If ever I was powerless, it was when being impaled by his giant member.   
 
    “Now, up,” Fifi cooed, clamping her lips around my nipple.  An electric wave of pleasure erupted, and I started up.  She tongued my nipple as I rose, Ezekiel’s cock slipping from my ass.  And then, at its zenith, I started back down.  It was still torture, but it was easier the second time.  Easier still, the third.  By the fourth, the pain faded even more, giving way to something else.  Something shameful. 
 
    It felt good. 
 
    God, I loathed the pleasure erupting from my ass.  I hated the tickling anticipation in my stomach.  And I hated the moans of true pleasure escaping my mouth as I rode him, my ass slamming down with more and more force as the encounter progressed.  The sound of flesh slapping against flesh filled the air, faster and faster with each passing second, coupled with Ezekiel’s grunts and punctuated by my own cries of pleasure mixed with residual pain.   
 
    Ezekiel had stamina, but I suppose that was to be expected.  A man who had sex as often as him wouldn’t likely be done in the space of a couple of scant minutes.  Still, it was over far before I might have expected, or if I’m honest, far before I would’ve liked, and soon, he shot a thick jet of semen into my well-fucked ass.   
 
    As the furor of my passion trickled away, echoes of motion rocking my hips back and forth as his cock shrank, the reality of what had just happened bloomed in my mind.  I’d just had sex with a man.  A horrible man.  My kidnapper and onetime torturer.  And worse, I’d enjoyed it.  No – I’d loved it.  And I wanted more.   
 
    I sprang off of him, his cum dripping down my inner thigh, and sprinted to the bathroom.  I barely made it to the commode before I vomited.   
 
    I wasn’t sick.  I hadn’t eaten something that didn’t agree to me.  The mere thought of what I’d just done, of what I was becoming had elicited the reaction.  And a few minutes later, after I’d emptied the contents of my stomach, I stared into the bathroom mirror, hating the face looking back at me.   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Over the next few weeks, life fell into something of a rhythm.  I wish I could say otherwise, but I adapted to my new position in life.  In fact, I think it would be safe to claim that I excelled.  Shameful as it is to admit, I can’t deny that the pleasure I felt when having sex with Ezekiel wasn’t a one-time thing.  It was normal.  Natural.  It felt right.  And it repeated itself each time he took me.   
 
    Of course, it still took some adjustment to get used to being fucked in public.  But I got over whatever embarrassment presented itself rather quickly.  After all, it wasn’t like I had much of a choice in the matter.  Soon, I was little different than the women and feminized men I’d gaped at on my first day.   
 
    About a month after my initiation, I was in Fifi’s room when she said, “The Master has something special planned tonight.”  
 
    “Another orgy?” I asked, thinking back to the week before when I’d been passed around between a half-dozen of his most loyal guards.  I felt a familiar flutter of anticipation in my stomach.  It was disgusting.   
 
    “No,” she said.  “Not exactly.”  
 
    “Are we getting a new girl?” I asked.  She shook her head, and I continued, “What, then?”  
 
    “You’ll see,” was her only answer, her voice flat and emotionless.  However, I could see something in her eyes – a flash of anger?  Regret?  Helplessness?  I couldn’t tell because it was gone almost as soon as it presented itself.  In any case, I knew she wasn’t going to reveal more, so I just nodded.   
 
    The rest of the day progressed apace, and soon, the sun dipped below the horizon.  The sultry Mississippi night bloomed, and I began to ready myself.  My ablutions had become second-nature, and I washed myself quite quickly.  The enema went much as it always did, cleaning me out for the coming night’s festivities.  I wasn’t given any sort of special attire, so I donned a pair of familiar heels – insanely high, of course – and presented myself to Fifi.   
 
    “You look passable,” she said.  I knew I was more than that, but compliments weren’t readily forthcoming from a woman like Fifi.  Whatever enjoyment I felt in my situation, she certainly didn’t feel the same.  However, she’d become adept at acting like she did, which was all the same to our Master.  She gestured to me, saying, “Follow me.”  
 
    I did, and we descended the steps, our naked bodies gleaming in the house’s soft light.  I knew we looked like a pair of lingerie models, sans the lingerie.  Her body was more natural than mine, but I was perfect, molded into shape by an extremely talented surgeon.  I knew the reaction I caused in men.  And if I was honest, it gave me a sense of self-worth which had been missing since my initial kidnapping, maybe for far longer.   
 
    However, whatever buoyant state of mind possessed me, it was gone by the time I reached the bottom of the stairs.  It fled the moment I recognized the pleasure slave waiting upon the last step. 
 
    Julie looked radiant.  Even though she was almost twenty years her mother’s junior, they could have passed for sisters.  However, the telltale signs of Fifi’s age were absent in her daughter’s form.  Perfectly rounded breasts, unaffected by the ravages of gravity jutted from her chest.  Full.  Sizable but not pendulous.  Perfect.  Her figure was just as flawless.  Wide hips, a tiny waist, and immaculately rear gave her the sort of body that simple oozed sex appeal.  Her face remained as beautiful as ever, and her red hair fell in cascading waves down her back.  If my body had even a hint of testosterone coursing through it, I would’ve been standing at attention.  As it stood, I only gaped in awe. 
 
    And then I saw the person standing beside her, and horrible recognition dawned.  The figure looked much the same as many other transformed men I’d seen.  His body wasn’t quite as perfectly formed as mine, but it was still quite impressive.  And his face looked like it belonged on a particularly lifelike, insanely slutty doll.  But past those plump limps, rouge-covered cheeks, and perfectly-manicured jawline, I could see the eyes of my friend and mentor staring back at me.  Noah was standing beside his daughter, looking at me with the same expression I knew was upon my own face. 
 
    Disbelief.  Horror.  Hate.  Shame.  All of it mingled, coalescing into something that said far more than the sum of its parts.  I averted my gaze, having little desire to examine it further.   
 
    “Ah, good,” said Ezekiel, his hands held wide.  “You have perfect timing, my pets.  Our guests have just arrived.”  He gestured to a tall man I hadn’t really noticed, saying, “This is Sheriff Brent Amos.  I believe you know him.”  
 
    I didn’t need to look at him to recognize the man.  I’d gotten him fired from the Sheriff’s office the year before for nearly killing a meth dealer we’d taken into custody.  It didn’t surprise me that he had gotten into Ezekiel’s good graces.  They were cut from the same cloth, as far as I was concerned.   
 
    “And his pets,” said Ezekiel. To them, he said, “Introduce yourselves.”  
 
    Julie spoke first, saying, “I am Cumslut.”  
 
    Noah cleared his throat; it sounded incredibly feminine.  “And I’m Sissy,” he said, his eyes glued to the ground.   
 
    Ezekiel grinned.  “And you both know Fifi,” the man said.  “But I don’t think you’ve seen Michelle here for quite some time.  I think you once knew her as Michael.”  
 
    Julie locked eyes with me, but I quickly averted my own.  I didn’t need her judgment – not when she was in the same position as me.  However, without saying a word, and in only the barest of moments, she conveyed a sense of unbroken pride that I knew wasn’t reflected in my own psyche.  And it shamed me as much as the situation itself.   
 
    I barely heard the exchange of pleasantries between the two Masters.  It wasn’t important.  I’d begun to tune out anything that wasn’t a direct command because, quite simply, it was easier that way.  Not knowing what my betters discussed made it so much less difficult to lose myself in my own thoughts.   
 
    It was beyond my ability, thought, to ignore it when Ezekiel ordered the entertainment to begin.  I stood there, rooted in place, knowing that I hadn’t been told to do anything but fearing that I’d somehow missed a command.  I glanced at Fifi, who just shook her head before striding into the center of the room.  Julie and her feminized father joined her.   
 
    And then, something abominable happened.   
 
    Without missing a beat, Fifi dropped to her knees.  Julie, with just as little hesitation, stepped forward, positioning her bare sex only inches from her mother’s mouth.  And then, Fifi began to lick.  She buried her face in Julie – or Cumslut’s snatch, making love to it with her mouth.  Idly, I realize that the two Masters were laughing.  I wanted to cry, but I couldn’t look away. 
 
    As his wife and daughter did the unthinkable, Noah – or Sissy, as the feminized former Sheriff was called – retrieved something from the nearby table.  A moment’s attention told me exactly what it was.   
 
    Sissy approached Cumslut from behind, reaching around her waist to buckle a nylon harness around her middle.  Fifi pulled away, and with practiced precision, Sissy wound the attached strips of nylon around her groin to secure it into place.  Finally, he attached a thick, purple dildo to his daughter’s groin.  When he was done, Cumslut sported an obscene, purple phallus jutting from her groin.   
 
    The trio moved like they’d done the same thing a hundred times, but I was horrified as Cumslut lay on the floor, the dildo reaching for the sky as Sissy straddled her.  Fifi positioned herself over her daughter’s face, smothering the younger woman with her own moist pussy.  My mind immediately jumped back to when she’d done the same to me.   
 
    Sissy took that purple dildo without a moment’s hesitation or resistance, and before I knew what was happening, he was riding his own daughter with reckless abandon, his surgically enhanced bosom bouncing as he went.  Before long, all three were moaning in pleasure.  It was a show, I could easily see.  None enjoyed it.  In fact, I could see the revulsion in their eyes.  But that only excited the Masters further.   
 
    In that moment, I realized two things.  First, the men were monsters.  Absolute, unadulterated monsters.  And second, I – and everyone I knew – was at their mercy.  We had no choice.  We only had the lives they gave us.  If they so desired, they could ruin us.  They could make us do anything.   
 
    And as I watched the family doing things no family should ever do together, I realized a third thing:  there wasn’t a damned thing I could do about it.   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
      
 
    I tried to talk to Fifi about what had happened, but she made it abundantly clear that she had no desire to discuss it.  I respected her wishes.  After all, if I’d been forced to do the same things, I wouldn’t want to talk to someone about it either.  However, I couldn’t get it off my mind.   
 
    Noah’s situation mirrored my own, so it didn’t really affect me as much as his daughter’s circumstances.  But Julie’s?  Or rather, Cumslut’s?  That hit me hard.  I hadn’t known the girl for all that long; I’d only been in Justice Creek for a few years.  But she’d made quite an impression on me.  The girl was smart, strong, and stubborn.  To see her reduced to the role of sex slave, to be given such a vile name as Cumslut, it hurt me in a way I hadn’t really anticipated.  And more, it awakened something inside me.  A need I hadn’t felt for some time.   
 
    I wanted to escape.  I wanted to tell someone – anyone – what was happening in my town.  I wanted the government to roll up and put an end to the torturous occupation by Ezekiel and his thugs.  But even as the thoughts formed, I realized how pointless they were.  There was no escape.  There was nothing I could do.  I was trapped, just like everyone else.   
 
    And so, that in mind, I sank into a dark depression.  I played my role, but as soon as Ezekiel wasn’t watching, it was gone.  Idly, I couldn’t escape the notion that my own mindset mimicked Fifi’s.  Depressed acceptance.   
 
    One night, almost a month after the incident with Fifi and her family, Dr. Bell turned up on the mansion’s doorstep.  One of the servants – they didn’t have names, per the law – greeted him at the door.  I was nearby, waiting to serve my Master, should the need arise.   
 
    The man looked tired.  Heavy bags hung beneath his eyes, and he seemed to have lost the vigor he’d once carried.   
 
    “I need to speak to Ezekiel,” he said, clutching an overnight bag.   
 
    “I will inform the Master,” said the servant, his soft voice deferential.  “If you’d like to wait inside, I’m certain that Michelle will keep you company, should you so desire.”  
 
    He nodded, stepping through the door.  As the servant disappeared into the back of the house, no doubt making his way to the Master’s office, Bell settled into a chair.  He nodded at me, asking me to sit. 
 
    “If you wish, sir,” I intoned before planting myself demurely across from him.  I crossed my legs seductively.   
 
    “Can I ask you a question?” he asked. 
 
    “You can do whatever you like,” I stated.   
 
    “Right,” the man said, a little confused.  “Right.  Do you know why all this started?”  
 
    “Because the black race is superior to the white race,” I stated, reciting the propaganda I’d been forced to memorize.  “The Master and his men are merely –” 
 
    “No,” Bell stated, leaning back.  He stared at the ceiling.  “It happened because a little girl died.  That’s it.  There’s no sociological reason.  I wanted revenge.  That’s it.”  
 
    “A-a little girl?” I asked. 
 
    “My sister, in fact,” Bell said.  “Not far from here, actually.  She was eleven, walking home from school, when she was accosted by a group of older boys.  Men, really.  Young men with ill-intent.  They raped and killed her, then threw her in the ditch.”  
 
    I didn’t respond because I couldn’t think of what to say.  The man had lost a sister, and in such a horrible way.  As a police officer, I’d seen some horrible things, but I’d never seen such a brutal crime.  Justice Creek was a peaceful town, after all.   
 
    “Of course, my father demanded justice,” the man went on.  “He didn’t get it, though everyone in town knew the culprits.  They knew, but they did nothing.  One of the men even became sheriff.  I think you worked with his son.”  
 
    “Noah?” I muttered. 
 
    “Noah Morris,” he agreed.  “Son of Jedidiah Morris, murderer and rapist.”  
 
    “I…I didn’t…I didn’t know,” I said, my façade dropping in favor of natural, human concern.   
 
    “Of course not,” Bell said.  “The town chose not to remember Jacqueline.  But I remembered.  It drove me to engineer this whole thing.  It wasn’t enough that Jedidiah was already dead.  I wanted his family to suffer, too.  More, I wanted the whole town to suffer.  I wanted them to see what it was like to be second-class citizens.  But it got away from me.  It became something it wasn’t supposed to be.”  
 
    Was this my chance?  Was it the opening I had been searching for?  If it was, I’d be stupid not to take it.  But if it wasn’t and I said the wrong thing… 
 
    “You can end it,” I whispered.  “Call the FBI.  Let them –” 
 
    He shook his head.  “No,” the scientist stated.  “It’s far too late for that.  Besides, I have another plan now.  I see my path as clearly as I’ve ever seen anything before.  And what’s more, I know exactly how to achieve my goals.  In a few short years, this world will be unrecognizable.  Soon enough, I will have completely altered the course of human history.”  
 
    I could see the manic gleam in his eyes.  It had completely replaced the sadness which had dominated them the moment before, and I couldn’t help but realize that he was just as mad as Ezekiel, if in a completely different way.   
 
    Thankfully, I wasn’t forced to respond.  A second later, Ezekiel appeared, saying, “Ah, my old friend.  So good of you to drop by.”  
 
    “Ezekiel,” Bell said, rising.  He nodded his head.  “I see that Justice Creek is still running smoothly.”  
 
    “It is,” the Master stated.  “Better than we could’ve ever imagined, in fact.  Please, follow me.  I have so many wonderful things to tell you.” 
 
    Bell followed him, leaving me alone.  I looked up to see Fifi staring down at me from the top of the stairs.  Her expression was unreadable.  And then she gestured for me to come upstairs.  I acquiesced, rising gracefully and mounting the steps to follow her into her pink-clad bedroom.   
 
    “You took a chance,” she said, closing the door behind her. 
 
    “I had to,” I stated.  “He doesn’t want this.  I wanted to give him a way out.” 
 
    “Stupid,” she said.  “So, so stupid.  But brave.” 
 
    “I’m not brave,” I said. 
 
    “Aren’t you?” Fifi asked, quirking an eyebrow. 
 
    I looked away, blushing.  “I just want this to be over,” I said, a tear caressing my cheek. 
 
    “It will be,” she said. “One way or another.  You’ll see.”  
 
    I didn’t respond.  Nor did I try to examine her words, because we were probably thinking similar thoughts.  Unless something changed, the only option would assert what little influence we had.  I’d already secured a razor-sharp knife from the kitchens, and I knew Fifi had a similar plan. 
 
    I didn’t want to, but I was more than prepared to end my life, and so, too, was Fifi. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    The entire population of Justice Creek had gathered in the town square.  Attendance hadn’t been an option, even for a man as important as Ezekiel.  It rankled on him, I think, that someone had power over him.  I reveled in it, though I’d never have shown how much pleasure it gave me to see him brought low.  I wasn’t that brave.   
 
    I glanced around, seeing much the same collection of people I’d come to expect.  Black Masters and white slaves.  But for once, nobody seemed to be having sex.  Bell had forbidden public fornication for the duration of his appearance.  Most of the Masters didn’t like it, but his word was law.  It was his town; we were just living in it.   
 
    However, the crowd was more than a little agitated as he mounted the steps to the small, raised stage which had been erected for the purpose of public address.  I’d seen new laws – like the one that forbade the servants from using names – announced there.  I’d seen floggings, like when one of the black townspeople tried to smuggle a pair of his friends out of town.  And we’d been subjected to near-daily speeches which spread the propaganda of the new regime.  But it was the first time Bell had deigned to speak himself.  It was going to be a big day. 
 
    The man himself didn’t look much better than when I’d seen him a couple of nights before, but it was difficult to tell from a distance.  The slaves were all gathered at the back of the crowd.  We didn’t warrant good seats. 
 
    Bell settled himself into position and tapped the microphone, the thud of his finger echoing across the square.  Satisfied, he cleared his throat and began to speak. 
 
    “I am Dr. Omar Bell,” he said.  “And everything that’s happened over the past six months is my doing.”  
 
    The crowd erupted, cheering him.  However, his expression wasn’t one of boasting.  Rather, he looked sad.  Ashamed, even.  I caught myself leaning forward, eager to hear the remainder of his address.  
 
    “But I regret to inform you all that I will be stepping aside,” the man explained.  “Justice Creek has progressed far beyond what I could have imagined.  It has a mind of its own, now.  Its society is unique, and I wouldn’t presume to guide it myself.  Instead, I shall be entrusting its management to my good friend and colleague, Ezekiel Tate.  Most of you know him as your mayor.”  
 
    No.  God, no.  I served Ezekiel, sure, but I knew that he’d been so far restrained in the implementation of what he envisioned for Justice Creek.  He knew Bell, and he knew what the older man would accept, and so, Ezekiel had left most of his harsher tenets on the cutting room floor.  Without Bell’s influence, Ezekiel would further transform Justice Creek into a hell on Earth.   
 
    But his sycophantic followers didn’t share my reservations, erupting instead into loud cheers.  Ezekiel turned to the crowd, waving graciously as a broad grin stretched his skeletal face.   
 
    After the crowd died down, Bell continued, “In the interim, I will be pursuing a way to make the entire world a safer place for all of us.  No more teens being killed by overzealous policemen.  No more racist politicians.  No more white power!”  
 
    He said the last with the fervor of a lunatic, and I feared what he might do.  He was crazy.  I knew it.  I think Ezekiel knew it.  And if I had to guess, I think Bell himself knew it.  But he truly believed his was a noble cause.  He thought he could fix the world, and I shuddered to think what a man like him could do, given that sort of motivation.   
 
    I almost laughed.  I knew exactly what he was capable of achieving.  The evidence was all around me.  Not a year past, Justice Creek was a normal Mississippi town.  But now?  Now, it was anything but.   
 
    A cold chill ran up my spine as I considered the reality that we were simply the man’s first attempt.  Soon, he would make another.  And if that one failed, he’d attempt it again.  And again.  Until he was either dead or he got it right.   
 
    I didn’t hear the rest of the speech.  Or perhaps it would be better if I said I didn’t pay attention to it.  I was too afraid – not for myself, mind.  Rather, I was scared for the rest of the world.  They had no idea what was coming to them. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Clean yourself up before you sit on my bed,” said Fifi.  “I don’t want cum on my sheets again.” 
 
    I groaned.  After the day’s activities, I wanted nothing more than to simply go to bed.  I didn’t care if the Master’s semen leaked onto her bed.  The servants cleaned it every day anyway.  It was what they were for, after all.  But I didn’t want to argue with Fifi, so I went into the bathroom to clean myself up.  After a shower, I sat on Fifi’s bed. 
 
    “You really like it, don’t you?” she asked. 
 
    “What?” was my responding question. 
 
    “The sex,” she said.  “With me, it’s all faked.  I know you can tell.  But with you?  It seems like you really enjoy being fucked.”  
 
    I shrugged.  “Does it matter if I do or not?” I asked.  It wasn’t an answer because, while I’d admitted as much in my own head, I wasn’t really prepared to utter the fact aloud.  “I have to do it.  He thinks I like it.  That’s all that matters, right?”  
 
    She shook her head.  “Maybe,” was her only answer.  “Do you want to talk about what happened today?” 
 
    There it was.  I knew it was coming.  It had been almost two weeks since Bell’s departure, and already, Ezekiel had changed quite a few things.  Most notable of those was that, each day, white men and women who’d displeased their masters or mistresses were beaten in the town square.  The transgressions ranged from slight – one servant had made the mistake of burning her master’s dinner – to more serious – a pleasure slave had refused to orally please his son. But they all got the same punishment.  All sins were equal in Justice Creek.   
 
    But we had gotten used to that.  No – she wanted to know what I thought of the bikers who’d rolled into town the day before.  A tough bunch, nobody knew where they came from.  And they hadn’t known what hit them.  Before they could turn around, the men had been kidnapped, stripped, and put into the stocks in the center of town.  More than once, people – men and women with strap-on dildos alike – fucked them there.  They’d also been flogged.  Punished for the mere crime of being in the wrong town with the wrong color skin.   
 
    I had overheard Ezekiel saying that they’d been offered a way out.  Submit, and they’d be freed.  Resist, and they’d be kept in the stocks as playthings for those unfortunate enough to not have slaves of their own.  Already, two had submitted.  Six remained in the stocks.   
 
    “What’s there to talk about?” I asked.  “We can’t change it, right?”  
 
    “No,” Fifi agreed.   
 
    “Do you know how I deal with what happens between Cumslut, Sissy, and me?” she asked, her voice faraway.   
 
    I shook my head.  It had been a few days since they’d been forced to play together, but it had happened often enough that it seemed almost commonplace.  I had assumed that she had simply gotten used to it. 
 
    “I pretend my family’s dead,” Fifi said.  “It’s not far off from the truth.  Sissy isn’t Noah.  And Cumslut definitely isn’t Julie.  Not anymore.  And I’m a long way from being the person I used to be.”  
 
    “I…I don’t know what to say,” I admitted. 
 
    “I know you don’t,” was her response.  “I think back to the woman I thought Julie would become.  She wanted to be a lawyer, you know.  She wanted to go ahead and start college as soon as she graduated.  Early, you know?  She was going to be a strong, professional woman.  But now?  Now, she’s Cumslut.  I think she’s been fucked by every single black boy she went to school with.  Some of the teachers, too.  And I’ve watched some of them do it.  Sometimes, I wonder why this happened to us.”  
 
    “N-noah’s father killed a little girl,” I blurted.  “T-that’s why they came.  It was a punishment.”  
 
    “What?” she asked, confused.   
 
    I told her the story Bell had told me about his little sister, concluding with, “That’s why he did this to us.  It’s revenge.  Or punishment.  I don’t know.  Or that’s what he told me, at least.” 
 
    “But nobody here did a damned thing,” she said. “Jedidiah’s been dead for almost ten years.  His friends moved away.  There’s nobody left who did anything to that poor girl.” 
 
    “Do you think it matters to him?” I asked. 
 
    “You think we deserve it, don’t you?” she reasoned. 
 
    I shook my head.  “No,” I stated.  “But I understand why he would feel the way he does.  That kind of thing isn’t supposed to be about color.  It’s about right and wrong, and the whole town just looked the other way when it came to that girl’s murder.  Sure, none of us were there.  Yeah.  But in his mind, we’re the same as the ones who were.”  
 
    “That’s ridiculous,” Fifi said. 
 
    “I don’t disagree,” was my response.  “But I do understand it.”  
 
    She was silent for a long moment before she asked, “Do you regret moving here?”  
 
    “Every day of my life,” I answered.  “You have no idea how many times I wish I would’ve just made up with my girlfriend and stayed in Atlanta.”  
 
    “I’m not really from here, either,” Fifi said.  “You probably didn’t know that I grew up in New Orleans.” 
 
    I shook my head.  I hadn’t known that, but it didn’t really make much difference.  Nor did my own origin.  We were in Justice Creek now, and there was no changing that.   
 
    “Why are you suddenly so talkative?” I asked. 
 
    “Because…b-because…I-I don’t know,” she said.  “I just wish it was different is all.” 
 
    “Join the club,” I said, lying back.  “Are you coming to bed, or are you staying up?”  
 
    “I…um…I think I’m going to stay up for a while longer,” she said.  “I need a bath.”  
 
    I nodded, then turned off the light.  A moment later, I heard her shuffling toward the bathroom.  After she went in, I stared at the illuminated outline of the door for a long moment before closing my eyes.  But even after they were shut, I couldn’t shake the feeling that I’d missed something significant.   
 
    From time to time, I wonder if anything would’ve changed if I’d acted on that feeling.  What would’ve happened if I’d gone into that bathroom and caught her in the act?  Would I have snatched the knife away?  Would I have joined her?  Or would I have tried to say something supportive while the blood dripped from her veins, pooling on the floor as it hung off the edge of the claw-footed bathtub.   
 
    I’ll never know.   
 
    What I do know, however, is that Fifi – no, Anna – killed herself that night, and I was only a few feet away.  I found her dead body in the bathtub the next morning.  I must have screamed, because before I could even process what was happening, a pair of servants had barreled into the room.  Not long after, Ezekiel came in.   
 
    I crouched in the corner, hugging my knees to my chest as I wept openly.  But he merely looked at the dead woman in his bathtub, shook his head, and said, “What a waste.  Someone dispose of the body.  And make sure the blood doesn’t stain the tile.”  
 
    And then he was gone, leaving me surrounded by the servants who’d already begun to haul her from the tub.  It was a grisly sight, made more so by the reality that nobody but me seemed to mourn her passing.   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
      
 
    I stood on all fours, perched upon the stainless-steel table, my legs spread slightly apart as Dr. Patel circled me.  I was reminded of the way animals might be inspected by veterinarians.  Of course, my situation wasn’t far removed from that, given that I was, at the core of it, property.   
 
    The doctor continued his physical silently, checking my teeth, my orifices, my temperature, and my blood pressure.  After taking a bit of blood, he retrieved a tablet from a nearby cabinet, and pressed a few buttons.   
 
    “Do not be alarmed,” he said in his oddly-accented voice.  “In just a moment, you will feel a bit of pain.”  
 
    He pressed the button, and I winced.  However, I didn’t give him the satisfaction of any other reaction.  Over the six months since Anna had killed herself, I’d experienced my fair share of chip-induced pain.  I was used to it.   
 
    “Now, pleasure,” he said, pressing another button.  A wave of euphoria cascaded throughout my body.  I gave it no mind.  I’d felt plenty of that, too.   
 
    “Good,” he said.  “How are you feeling?”  
 
    “I am well, Master,” I said automatically.   
 
    It was, according to my Master, my yearly physical.  It was hard to believe that I’d been in Ezekiel’s possession for an entire year.  It felt simultaneously longer and shorter than that.  It was easier not to think about it.  In fact, it was easier not to think at all.   
 
    Shortly after what the Master had dubbed “Fifi’s Accident”, he’d sent a pair of his goons into my room to find contraband.  Of course, they discovered my own knife, taking it.  I was punished for that, whipped in the town square for “Conspiring to Rob a Citizen of his Property”.  It didn’t matter that the property in question was my own life.  I didn’t even have the right to kill myself, apparently.   
 
    Still, I’d tried – first, by trying to hang myself with my own bedsheets.  Then, I’d taken a handful of pills I’d found in an out-of-the-way dresser, a remnant of the old occupants, I’m sure.  The sheets did little but make me pass out, and the pills had had no effect at all.  Idly, I’d considered finding a tall building from which to throw myself, but the town had never been terribly vertical, and I feared I would do little but break a leg or a hip.  The punishment for that would be severe.   
 
    So, without any other options, I simply endured as best I could.  The days ran together, and I kept my eyes open for some means of ending my suffering.  More than once, I cursed Anna for not cluing me into her plan.  I would’ve gone with her without question.  Instead, I was stuck.  I was trapped.   
 
    “Truly?” he asked. 
 
    “I am,” I assured him.  Then, as if struck by a bolt of lightning, an idea bloomed in my head.  He had a tablet.  He had the means of assuring my escape.  More, he wasn’t one of them.  He was a contractor.  Or maybe he was just as trapped as me.  I decided to take my chances.  “That’s a lie.”  
 
    “What?” he asked, confused. 
 
    “I’m not well,” I said.  He picked up on my change of tone. “Nobody here is.  We’re all treated like animals.  Worse than animals, in some cases.  My only friend killed herself only a few feet from me.  Cut her wrists rather than keep going like this.” 
 
    “I…I don’t know what to say,” Patel admitted. 
 
    “Turn off the chip,” I said.  “Turn it off so I can escape.”  
 
    “I…I can’t do that,” he said, looking around as if he expected one of Ezekiel’s thugs to appear out of the shadows.  I half expected it, too.  They had an uncanny knack of being exactly where they needed to be to quash any sort of rebellious thoughts.  But we were in an enclosed room.  Nobody could hear us. 
 
    “B-but I can’t –” 
 
    He cut me off with a pointed glance.  “I can’t help you,” he said.  “I just hope you don’t take an electric shock.” 
 
    “What?  What are you –” 
 
    “Electric shocks of sufficient voltage – like those from an electric fence – have been known to cause malfunctions in the chips,” he said.  “A design flaw.  I just hope no one gets struck by lightning.”  
 
    I caught his meaning.  An electric fence.  Or maybe the sort of shock I’d get if I dropped my hairdryer in the tub.  Or if I jammed a fork into an electrical socket.  I had a plan.  For the first time in over a year, a bit of hope trickled into my thoughts. 
 
    “Thank you, Dr. Patel,” I said.   
 
    Later that night, after I’d done my duties with Ezekiel and one of his men, I found myself staring at an electrical socket in my room.  I clutched one of Anna’s nipple rings, a heavy, metal piece of jewelry with a long stem – perfect for what I had planned.  It also seemed fitting to use something they’d forced upon her to secure my own escape.   
 
    But what if I overdid it?  What if the current was too much?  I’d die.  And I was good with that.  So, I knelt before the outlet, took a deep breath and clamped my teeth together.  Then, I shoved the metal piece of jewelry into the socket, immediately feeling a jolt of electricity coursing through my body.  The lights flickered.  Or maybe I blinked.  I don’t know.  Either way, it was all I could do not to scream as I let go.  Every muscle seized, and I thought my hair would stand on end.  Everything on my right side felt numb.  But I’d survived it.  And hopefully, the chip had been disabled.  My fingers had been burned, but that was a small price to pay. 
 
    I slipped on the most modest outfit I could find – a pair of lacy underthings that actually covered most of my naughtier bits – and found a pair of low heels.  With a deep breath, I tried to calm my frayed nerves.  If anyone was still awake, I’d be done for.  Maybe I’d be killed.  If I was caught, that was the best-case scenario.   
 
    But it didn’t do anyone any good to dwell on what might happen.  So, I took another deep breath, then pushed through the door.  As silently as I could manage, I crept down the stairs, through the sitting room and foyer, and out the front door.  Ezekiel’s ancient Rolls Royce gleamed in the moonlight, and I smiled.   
 
    I sprinted across the drive and opened the door, sliding into the seat as quickly as I could.  I pulled the door to, closing it as quietly as I could.  My heart was pounding out of my chest as I searched for the key.  Ezekiel couldn’t conceive of the possibility that anyone would steal from him, so it was entirely possible that it was somewhere in the car.  Sure enough, I found it on the dash.   
 
    Without a second’s hesitation, I shoved the thing into the ignition and started it.  It came to life with a roar, and I slammed it into gear.  I was off before anybody could have possibly known what the sound signified.  Breathing hard, I barreled down the private road and through the open gate.  Luckily, there was no one in the guard house, else my flight would’ve been short-lived.  A second later, I was on the open road, accelerating towards my freedom. 
 
    Freedom.  The word sounded wrong, even in my own thoughts.  I could barely comprehend the concept, I’d been a captive so long.  One mile became two, two became three, and soon, I maneuvered the car through the old Addison Bridge.  It creaked under the weight of the luxurious behemoth of an antique automobile.  
 
    I actually held my breath.  I knew it was the limit of the chips’ range.  I’d heard enough stories of people trying to escape and collapsing on or around the bridge that I half expected to lose control of my limbs.  But I didn’t.  The shock, evidently, had worked.  For the first time in longer than I could remember, a genuine smile spread across my face.   
 
    I don’t know how long I drove.  Hours, certainly, were spent twisting through the Mississippi backroads.  But I didn’t stop until the car started sputtering.  I checked the gauge.   
 
    “Jesus,” I moaned, thumping the gas gauge.  Empty.  It was empty.  But maybe I was far enough.  Maybe I’d secured my freedom.  Surely, I’d covered more than a hundred miles.  That had to count for something.   
 
    But getting away wasn’t enough.  I had to find help for everyone else back in Justice Creek.  So, I jumped out of the car and trudged along the road, wishing for all the world I had a pair of tennis shoes.  Or a coat.   
 
    I walked until well past dawn, and then, I kept going.  Thirst assaulted me.  Hunger pangs erupted in my belly.  And exhaustion threatened to overwhelm me.  But still, I walked.  I think it was around mid-day when I saw the house. 
 
    It was a log-cabin style home a little way off the road.  I could only hope the owners were home.  I bent my will to the task, and I covered the remaining round.  However, by the time I got to the door, I was near collapse.  I knocked. 
 
    No answer.  So, I knocked again.  And again.  I banged on that door for a solid fifteen minutes, but nobody responded.  I sank to my knees, tears of frustration cascading down my cheeks.  I’d come so far.  So damned far. 
 
    And then I heard the crunch of gravel.  I wheeled around – or rather, in my state, I languidly turned my head – to see an old Jeep Wagoneer in the house’s driveway.  A pair of people sat in the front seats, and I could see a smaller head bobbing excitedly in the back.  But more importantly, they weren’t black.  That meant they weren’t Ezekiel’s thugs.  I let out a sigh of relief. 
 
    The man who’d been in the driver’s seat said something to someone I assumed was his wife before he got out of the vehicle.  He approached warily, and I saw that he was of Asian descent.  Black hair and slight of build, he held out his hands.   
 
    “Are you okay, miss?” he asked, no doubt alarmed by the appearance of a half-naked lingerie model at his doorstep.   
 
      I tried to smile, but it came out as a grimace.  “I-I’m fine,” I said.  “I just…I just need help.  I need you to call the FBI.  I need –” 
 
    I collapsed into unconsciousness. 
 
    Some time later, I awoke to a pair of big, brown eyes staring down at me.  A young girl – maybe ten or eleven – perched at my bedside.  She was clearly the man’s daughter, as she looked just like him.  I looked down to see that I wore an old, tattered tee-shirt.   
 
    “W-where am I?” I muttered, a note of panic in my voice.  I was in a small bedroom – probably the girl’s own, given the décor – and I’d been tucked into a bed. 
 
    “Mom!  Dad!” the girl screamed.  “She’s awake!” 
 
    A moment later, a pair of people appeared in the room.  The man looked much as I remembered him.  The woman was quite pretty, but slight, just like him.  He stood beside me.   
 
    “Who are you?” he asked. 
 
    “M-my name is Michelle Thompson,” the surname sounded strange in my ears.  I hadn’t uttered it in over a year.  “I’ve spent the past year in captivity.  I was kidnapped.  I was…I was…raped and tortured.  I only just managed to escape.  I need to contact the FBI.” 
 
    “We’ve already called the police,” the man said.  “They should be here shortly.”  
 
    “Oh,” I said, breathing a sigh of relief. “Thank you.”  
 
    “You’re welcome,” the man said.  “My name is John.  John Lee.  This is my wife, Karen and my daughter, Molly.  We –” 
 
    Just then, what sounded like an explosion rippled through the house.  I recognized it as the sound of a door being kicked in.  And a moment later, a pair of men in tactical gear appeared in the doorway.  Their assault weapons barked, and the Lee family went down in sprays of blood.  
 
    I screamed.  Or I think I did.  I don’t know.  It was more than I could take.   
 
    One of the men shouted, “Clear!”  
 
    A few seconds later, my worst nightmare strode through the door.  “Little Michelle,” he said, sitting on the bed.  He dipped a finger in a pool of blood which had collected on the bed.  The hateful man looked at it curiously.  “You thought you could run away.  How adorable.”  
 
    Then he slapped me, and stars erupted in my vision.  A few short seconds later, one of the men was dragging me across the floor, through the shattered door, and to an unmarked, black van.  He tossed me inside with the barest hint of effort.   
 
    And just like that, my escape attempt had failed.   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-One 
 
      
 
      
 
    I spat blood on the ground. 
 
    “I have nothing to say to you,” I said, hanging by my arms.  Ezekiel looked down for a long second, then erupted into motion.  The back of his hand connected with my face, nearly unhinging my jaw.  My head snapped back from the force of the blow, and for a moment, I saw stars twinkling into and out of existence.   
 
    I laughed.  And he hit me again.  So it went.  Over and over again.  I didn’t even hear his questions anymore.  I knew what he wanted to know.  And I wasn’t giving him a damned thing.  My brief bout of freedom had given me some measure of spine back.  What was he going to do?  Kill me?  Hurt me some more.  I could take pain.  I longed for death.  He had nothing on me.  So, I laughed.  And I hurt.  But mostly, I laughed.  That seemed to infuriate him.   
 
    My face a mess of blood, I grinned.  “You shouldn’t have tortured me so much,” I said, the words oddly distorted.  “I can take whatever you’ve got to dish out.”  
 
    He stroked my cheek gently.  “But you haven’t thought this through, dear Michelle,” he stated.  “You have quite a tolerance for pain.  I know that.  I gave you that, just like I’ve given you everything you are.  But what about your family?  What about everyone in Atlanta?”  
 
    “Fuck them,” I said, banking on the hope that, in a city that size, he had little influence.  I knew things, most notably that he was alone.  He didn’t have Bell’s help anymore.  And I hoped that fact might have rendered him powerless outside Justice Creek.   
 
    I was right.  I knew it from the look in his eyes.  He couldn’t threaten them.  Not really.  He couldn’t do anything outside his little fiefdom.  And it galled him.  So, he hit me again.  And again.  He stopped even asking questions, contenting himself with dishing out an epic beating.   
 
    I didn’t care.  I’d lost my chance at freedom.  I’d tried and failed.  Over and over again.  I had failed to outrun Sikes when I’d initially been taken.  If I hadn’t, none of it would’ve happened.  I’d failed again when Noah and I escaped from The Pens.  If I hadn’t stopped, if I’d mustered the strength to keep going, I could have found help.  I could have ended it all, then and there.  And I’d failed a third time when I’d collapsed outside the Lee’s cabin.  I’d gotten that poor family killed, and I’d doomed the residents of Justice Creek to a life of slavery.  All because I was a failure.  Nothing Ezekiel could do would make me feel worse than that simple reality.   
 
    So I hung there, in a dingy basement, my arms stretched above me as my feet dangled an inch above the ground.  And I took my beating.  I took it gladly because I knew I deserved it.   
 
    Ezekiel had just started working on my ribs when one of his subordinates called down from the top of the stairs.   
 
    “Mr. Mayor,” the man said.  “The council is upstairs.”  
 
    “Tell them to wait,” he said, aiming another punch at my ribs.  “I’m busy.”  
 
    “They’ve been waiting for over two hours,” the man stated.  “And they’re getting irritable.”  
 
    Ezekiel sighed dramatically.  “Children,” he said.  “They’re all greedy children.  Fine.  Take this one to The Farm.  Turn her loose among the workers.  Call her a reward.  And fit her with a new chip.”  
 
    The Farm.   
 
    I knew what awaited me there.  Rape.  Beatings.  And more rape.  If the men who’d once belonged to Group Two were savages in The Pens, a year in the fields had cemented their animalistic tendencies.  They were mindless drones driven by instinct.  They worked.  Though fought among one another.  And they bred.  That was their life.  And I was about to be tossed into the middle of it.  I knew I wouldn’t last more than a week. 
 
    I was okay with that.  It was a horrible way to go, but if that’s what ended my suffering, so be it. 
 
    Still, it’s easy to think that when you’re hanging in a basement, bleeding and wishing for death.  It’s another thing entirely when you’re being shoved into a pen with a few dozen huge, hairy men whose cocks had sprung to attention the moment they saw you.  They didn’t care that I was battered, bruised and bloody.  All they cared about was that I had curves in all the right places.  I looked far more appealing than the sows they typically coupled with. 
 
    In the hour or so since I’d been dragged from Ezekiel’s basement, nobody had bothered to clean me up.  The men had simply implanted a new chip via a pneumatic jet injector and shoved me into a van.   Then, they dumped me onto the farm, leaving me to stare down the men who’d become my rapists.   
 
    I wish I could say I took control.  Or that I bore it well.  I didn’t.  I screamed.  I kicked.  I bit and scratched.  But still, they came.  Eventually, I stopped fighting as one man after another shoved his thick cock into my ass.  My only solace was that they didn’t last long, and when they’d cum once, they were finished for the day.   
 
    It took hours for them to cycle through to the last one.  By the time they were done, I was numb, physically and mentally.  I simply lay down where I was and passed out.   
 
    I awoke to one of the men fucking me again, and it started over.  On and on it went, day by day.  I was their toy, their reward.  I was a convenient hole in which to stick their cocks.  It would’ve been horrible if I wasn’t completely checked out.  As it was, the whole situation as little more than a dull ache in an otherwise featureless existence.   
 
    Absently, I was aware of the passing days.  We were fed from troughs, like animals.  To get to them, we had to be on our hands and knees.  None of the men even used their hands; instead, they simply shoved their faces into the tasteless largely tasteless gruel.  Eventually, I did the same.  It was easier that way.   
 
    If anyone spoke – or even uttered something that might be confused with a word – the guards shot the perpetrator.  It was clear – we were animals, and animals didn’t speak.  I didn’t want to anyway.  I simply wanted to die.   
 
    But I didn’t.  In fact, my bruises healed, and, eventually, I returned to health.  Dirty, stinky, and shell-shocked health.  The first time I began to long for life outside The Farm, I knew Ezekiel had sentenced me to a fate worse than death.  I wasn’t a brute.  I wasn’t mindless – not like the men.  I had long suspected that their chips had done something to them.  Maybe it increased their aggression.  Perhaps it had altered their ability to reason.  In any case, I wasn’t so afflicted.  I knew I wasn’t an animal.  And as much as I wanted my numbness to continue, it had already begun to fade.   
 
    I think I’d been there almost two months when I saw a pair of headlights approach.  Most of the men had tuckered themselves out playing with me, but there were a few of them still awake.  They eagerly ran toward the fence, gripping it as they stared at the approaching car.  I didn’t need to see it to know what it was.  I recognized the rumble of its engines.  How could I not, after I’d ridden in it so many times?  How could I not, when it had taken me so close to freedom? 
 
    The Rolls Royce pulled to a stop a mere half-dozen feet from the cage.  A moment later, Ezekiel opened the door and got out.  Surprisingly, another pair of figures did the same.  Clarence was easily identifiable by his bulk.  Bell was the other, his dimly lit face creased with worry.   
 
    “I wanted to show you something,” said Ezekiel.  “I wanted to show you how I deal with my enemies.”  
 
    “Enemies?  Surely, a man such as you doesn’t have enemies in his own domain,” intoned Bell.   
 
    “One would think,” Ezekiel responded smoothly.  “However, there are those who wish to bring their betters low.  One such is in that cage.”  
 
    He pointed directly at me, and a spotlight burst forth to illuminate my dirty form.  “I’m sure you remember my dear Michelle,” he said.  “She tried to escape.  She nearly achieved her goal, too.  But she made the mistake of stealing my car.  As if I wouldn’t have a GPS tracker on such a fine machine.  It was a simple matter of following the road after that.  Her betrayal hurt more than you can know.” 
 
    “Indeed,” said Bell.  “How long has she been here?”  
 
    “Over two months,” Ezekiel said.  “Each day, she’s fucked by every single one of the workers.  But their production is up.  They appreciate the reward.”  
 
    “I’ve seen enough,” Bell stated, turning his back.  “Clarence.  You know what to do.”  
 
    Then, the big man reached into his coat, retrieving a mammoth pistol.  With the nonchalance of a man drinking a cup of coffee, he extended his arm and shot Ezekiel in the head.  My former Master’s head exploded, brain matter, blood and skull going flying in the other direction.   
 
    Meanwhile, Bell simply shook his head.  “Have one of the men remove the body,” he said.  “And get the girl out of that cage.”  
 
    Clarence motioned to one of the nearby guards, who immediately set about dragging Ezekiel’s body away from the expensive car.  I didn’t see where he took it.  I didn’t care.  I was still in a state of shock as Clarence opened the gate, grabbed my arm, and dragged me out of the cage.  The men inside might have been animals, but they knew better than to challenge a man of his size.  Instead, they contented themselves with a few snarled growls.  He ignored them as he pulled me toward Bell.   
 
    The older man looked me over, his nose wrinkling in disgust.  I trembled in fear.   
 
    “You shouldn’t have been put in there,” he said.  “But that’s not why I just did what I did.  Do you understand?”  
 
    I nodded, then braved a simple word.  “W-why?” I croaked.  I hadn’t spoken in weeks, and the word came out as a raspy whisper.   
 
    “Because he was trying to subvert my plans,” the man stated.  “He was stealing from me.  Millions of dollars.  I needed that money, so I had to remove the problem.”  
 
    He motioned to Clarence.  “Take her,” he said.  “Clean her up.  And make sure she finds a good home.  Put her with someone who won’t mistreat her.”  
 
    Clarence nodded, then dragged me away.   
 
    The next few hours were something of a blur.  I don’t remember much more than being shoved into a shower, in which I removed months’ worth of grime.  The floor of the shower ran thick with mud for far longer than I could’ve expected.  But after a while, I was clean.  And I almost felt human.  Or human-ish.  Next, Clarence gave me some clothes.  Real, human clothes.  Not a provocative costume.  Not lingerie.  A pair of sweatpants and a tee-shirt.  He even gave me shoes without heels.  I almost cried as I put them on.   
 
    I know he must’ve driven me somewhere, but for the life of me, I can’t remember the ride.  I think I was still in shock.  Or maybe I dozed off.  I don’t know, but by the time I regained some sense of awareness, I was sitting in front of an older black couple.   
 
    “Can you take her, Reginald?” Clarence asked. 
 
    “We have room,” the man said.  “It’ll be crowded, but we’ll make do.”  
 
    Clarence nodded.  “Good,” he said.  “I just want you to know that I don’t approve of what happens in this town.  I wish I could stop it.”  
 
    “So do we,” Reginald said.  “But Latricia and I are doing what we can to help those who can’t help themselves.  Just like you, Clarence.”  
 
    The big man nodded.  “I have to go,” he said, rising.  Before I could really process what was happening, he was gone, leaving me with the strangers.   
 
    “W-what do you want me to do, Masters?” I asked. 
 
    “First of all, we’re not your masters,” said the woman.  “My name is Latricia.  He’s Reginald.  That’s what you can call us.  Tomorrow, you’ll meet the others, but for now, just rest.  You’re safe.”  
 
    Safe.  It seemed like a foreign concept.  But I was tired.  Bone-tired.  So, I allowed them to lead me to a nearby couch, where I passed out.   
 
    The next morning, I awoke in a cold, sweating panic.  Latricia was there in a heartbeat, smoothing my hair back calmly.  “It’s okay,” she said.  “It’s going to be okay.”  
 
    And then I remembered the events of the previous night.  I sat up, confused.  “W-what is this place?” I asked, looking around.  I saw a pair of white women in the kitchen, but they weren’t wearing servant’s smocks.  And they certainly didn’t look like pleasure slaves.  “Where am I?”  
 
    “Home,” Latricia said.  “You’re home now.”  
 
    As it turned out, Reginald and Latricia Davis ran something of a sanctuary for white men and women.  He was a pastor of a local, all-black church, and he more than disapproved of the town’s direction.  However, he was unable to do more than rescue a handful of men and women.  But at his secluded home, they were safe.  I was safe.   
 
    I would like to say that I recovered from my ordeal quickly, but that simply doesn’t happen.  I’m not even sure I ever recovered.  But I did learn to function normally after a while.  I stopped flinching every time someone made a sudden move.  I even started smiling after a few weeks.  But all the while, I couldn’t shake the expectation that it would somehow all end.  It wasn’t real.  It was a dream.  And I’d soon find myself back on that farm, being raped repeatedly by a gang of animalistic men.   
 
    But I didn’t wake up.  And every day I didn’t, I thanked God for it.   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
      
 
    It had been almost three years since I’d come to live with Reginald and Latricia.  Fifteen men and women had been through the small house.  After promising not to tell anyone about Justice Creek, most had been smuggled out.  Apparently, that was the deal the couple had with Bell.  He would allow them to “rescue” some of the men and women, and they would keep the place secret until he came back.  And all of the people had kept their word so far.  I wondered if I could’ve been so strong.   
 
    No.  I knew I couldn’t.  I’d have gone straight to the FBI as soon as I found a phone.  That, in part, was why I hadn’t let myself be “rescued”.  There was no guarantee that I would achieve my goal.  In fact, I suspected that my tip would be intercepted by men loyal to Bell.  And then, the Davis’ operation would be shut down.  I wouldn’t be responsible for that.  So, I just stayed, helping out as I could.   
 
    I cooked.  I cleaned.  I helped the rescued men and women.  And after a while, I felt like I was home.  I had a purpose, at least, and Reginald and Latricia were good people.  They felt like family.   
 
    I was midway through hanging up the laundry on the clotheslines near the house when a rumble announced the arrival of a car.  I turned to see a nondescript, black SUV pulling up.  Out of it came the familiar face of Omar Bell, another man I didn’t know, and Clarence.  A moment later, Latricia emerged from the house, smiling.   
 
    “Dr. Bell,” she said.  “What brings you by?”  
 
    “I’m finished, Latricia,” he said.  “You can let them all go.  I don’t care if they call the authorities.  My plan is already underway.”  
 
    “Let who go?” asked the man.   
 
    “All those people you just saw in the town,” Bell said.  “They’re free now, Desmond.”  
 
    “Is that wise?” he asked.  “All those people are going to –” 
 
    “It’ll take some time for the authorities to straighten it all out,” Bell said.  “By the time they do, I’ll be on my yacht and out of reach.  And you will be doing your job in Congress.”  
 
    “It’s over, then?” asked Latricia. 
 
    “This part is,” Bell said.  “I’ll be disbanding the militia in the town.  Soon, the authorities will arrive.  Don’t bother omitting my part in this.  I want them to know.”  
 
    “O-okay,” Davis said.   Bell turned to leave, but Davis got his attention.  “Can I ask you something?”  
 
    “Make it quick,” the bald man said. 
 
    “What’s going to happen now?” she asked. 
 
    “The world’s changing, Latricia,” he stated.  “In a few months, you won’t even recognize it.”  
 
    With that, he got back into the car.  Desmond followed.  And they drove away.  And just like that, I was free. 
 
    I had no idea what to do with that reality.   
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