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Warning




This series is set in a dark fictional world and contains potentially disturbing and triggering themes. It is intended only for adults eighteen years of age and older.  

Potential triggers include institutionalized slavery in a modern dystopian setting, consensual sexual activity between adults, threats of and references to noncon, references to off-page child abuse and separation from parents, dehumanization and humiliation, violence, blood, injury, and restraints, and a brief mention of a drug addicted parent.

All sexual scenes in this book involve adult characters eighteen years of age or older.

Please look after your mental health.








  
  

1

Eighteen





HER

It started with the prisons. 

When the hard times of the 1930s had dragged on for two decades, hitting the middle classes as badly as the poor, lawmakers decided prisoners should earn their keep by indenturing them to well-off families. Then desperate people started selling their children temporarily, either to pay off debt or just to keep them from starving. 

In a few years, nobody was starving, and New North America and its allies had won a would-be world war with barely a shot fired. Then the boom times came, and a union-wide referendum decided slavery should be more than temporary. New Europe and all the allied regimes followed suit. Those first slaves had started breeding more slaves, and by 2025, they’d swelled to a third of the world’s population.

— Notes on A Brief History of Slavery in the New North American Union

I closed my notebook. The assignment was simple: a paper for my freshman business class on the economics of institutionalized slavery in New North America. It was supposed to be an analytical piece on the current state of the industry —numbers, market trends, profit margins. You know, like slavery was just another business sector, instead of something that had destroyed my entire life.

And I wasn’t even a slave.

Outside in the quad, some of my fellow students were still buoyed by spring break exuberance, but others seemed just as despondent as I was to be back. They all wandered through the snow that stubbornly lingered on the brownish, crunchy grass of the quad. Moping over books while slurping coffee, or throwing discs and laughing and holding hands with their boyfriends and girlfriends. Meanwhile, uniformed slaves went ignored, raking mulch and emptying trash bins.

In other words, a perfectly normal college scene.

This morning, I’d been out there in it. Behaving. Reforming. Atoning. Fitting in.

But up here in my dorm room, alone, I stared at the graph on my screen and all I could think about is that every single one of those dots was a person in chains.

So, yeah, I didn’t fit in at all. It’s just that no one knew it. And if I wanted my tuition to keep getting paid, I’d have to keep it that way.

“I know the feeling, Bex.”

I jumped a little, turning to see Bronwen, my roommate, leaning against the doorframe. A hum of laughter drifted in from the hallway behind her. I must have been staring off into space like a soulless zombie. I did that a lot.

“Remember,” she said, “summer’s a mere four months away.”

“Thanks for that,” I said, forcing a smile that probably looked more like a muscle spasm.

“You’re more productive than this, usually. What’s on your mind?”

I sank into my chair, trying to look casual. Slavery, I wanted to say. That’s what was always on my mind, even though I never talked about it. In our world, nobody ever talked about it who wasn’t willing to be branded a dangerous radical and blacklisted from nearly every well-paying career.

In other words, I’d have to come up with some bullshit. “I don’t know. Thinking about home, I guess. Stupid stuff.”

She dropped onto my bottom bunk, getting comfortable, her blond hair spilling across my mangled old teddy bear, Ernest, one of only two reminders of home I’d brought with me to college. There was nothing else but those, not even a photo. When my parents had banished me to that boarding school in Maine as punishment for what I’d done at sixteen, they’d cleared out my room, packed all my stuff up in a box, and put in one of those exercise bikes with the touchscreens. Meanwhile, the box was still sitting in the garage, unopened.

“Stupid stuff? You don’t usually call home stupid.”

“I don’t usually call home anything,” I said.

“True,” she said. “Hey, you should have gone for coffee in Brighton with me and Tamra today.”

“I told you, I had this —” I gestured vaguely at the computer. I could have gone, I guess, if I’d gotten an earlier start on the paper or let’s face it, had my life together in any way. 

“I know,” said Bronwen, idly dangling Ernest by one limp arm. “But you deserve some company, and some food that doesn’t come out of a Styrofoam cup. And Cafe Jennet has the best iced chai —”

“Cafe Jennet?” I interrupted. “Isn’t that the place where they don’t use slave labor? The one where they hold all the radical abolitionist meetings?”

“Yeah, but they also make this vegan carrot cake that Tamra loves. And besides, it’s not like they make you stand on a soapbox and publicly denounce the union just to order a latte.”

Before I could answer, she kept going, like she always did. “Oh, and afterward, we stopped by that antique shop on Washington. You know, the one with all the random old crap in the windows? Turns out they’ve got this whole section of vintage toys—creepy old dolls, action figures from old cartoon shows, even those model horses. Like yours,” she said, pointing to the corner of my desk. “Kinda cool, right? You must have been a fan, if you kept it. Did you have a collection?”

My eyes flicked to the dapple-gray plastic model horse sitting on my desk. The other thing I’d brought from home. The other thing I’d saved.

“Yeah,” I said from a million miles away.

Bronwen tilted her head. “Wait, really? Like, how many did you have?”

Instead of answering, I picked up the model, tracing the edge of the horse’s flanks, the slow curves of her quarters. But it wasn’t really her I was seeing.

Ghost Dancer. The name—a name I’d tried to forget, along another one—charged into my head at a full gallop.

“I mean, no. Not a collection. Just ... one or two. My friend and I—” I cut myself off, quickly correcting. “This kid I used to know—we used to hang out in this treehouse and mess around with them. Before things changed.”

Before it all went wrong. Before I was told I couldn’t even look at him anymore, let alone play with him.

But I kept on looking at him anyway.

And he had looked back.

My phone buzzed on the desk, yanking me out of the memory. I glanced at the screen and sighed before accepting the call. That conversation had been awkward, but this one would be death.

“Rebekah, how are you?” Mom’s tone was cold, sharp. It always was. I pictured her at her massive oaken desk at the bank wearing a crisp sleeveless blouse, glasses on, pen and coffee in hand, the Times laid out in front of her in prim, orderly stacks. Telling her what to think, and what to tell me to think.

Before I could even get out a decent lie, she continued. “By the way, I read about that demonstration on campus last week, all those people holding up signs and screaming that ‘slavery is wrong’ nonsense. That Student Freedom Alliance or whatever it is. And I want to make sure you—”

“They’re harmless, Mom,” I said before I could bite my tongue.

“That’s what they said about the SLA back in the nineties, before they started bombing police cars,” she barreled on. “Those nut jobs are in the campus newspaper every week. I hope you’re steering clear of them. The last thing we need is you getting mixed up in that nonsense. Again.”

I clenched my jaw at the ceiling. “I’m not going anywhere near them, Mom. You don’t have to worry.” I was sick of her constant suspicion. Then again, it wasn’t exactly unjustified.

“Good. But just to make sure, I’m renting you an apartment off campus for next year, where I can keep an eye on you.”

“Keep an eye on me? What are you going to do, install a camera in the bathroom to make sure I’m not reading anarchist pamphlets in the tub?ȁ

“Rebekah,” she snapped. “Please. Remember, I’m funding this second chance of yours, and my connections are the only reason they admitted you at all after that unpleasantness —
  ”

“Unpleasantness? That’s what you’re calling it now?” As if sending me to that nightmare of a boarding school on the Maine coast for rich girls who dared look at slave boys as anything other than furniture wasn’t the worst thing she’d ever done to me.

To say nothing of what had been done to him.

“Rebekah. Are you listening to me?”

No, I desperately wanted to say. I hate these conversations, and I hate you. But I didn’t of course. I just kept on making snide, vaguely bratty remarks like the coward I was.

“No more complications,” she insisted.

And now, if I wanted any chance of a new start, I had to act like I was over it. That it didn’t matter. That I was moving on. Of course, what I really wanted to move on from was my mother. Problem was, like always, I was too stupid and weak and poor to figure out how to do it.

I wasn’t enough.

He’d once told me I was. Clearly, he was wrong.

“Right,” I said through gritted teeth. “No more complications.”

The call ended, and I tossed the phone onto the desk, exhaling sharply. Bronwen, who’d been half-pretending not to listen, glanced over at me. “That sounded fun.”

I tried to shake off the weight pressing down on my chest. “Yeah, my mom’s a real barrel of laughs.”

Bronwen got up. “Unpleasantness, huh?” she broached casually. “What —?” 

Really, I wanted to tell someone. I never had, except the counselors at Stonecoast, and that was only so they could brainwash me into promising I would never do it again. But instead, I tried to put the fear of asking, or maybe the fear of finding out, in her with my expression. It didn’t work.

“It was him, wasn’t it?” she asked, arching an eyebrow. “The boy you mentioned. Someone your parents disapproved of, and that’s why you —”

“No,” I cut her off. “It wasn’t like that.”

It was worse, actually, so much worse than she could ever know. And she wouldn’t understand. After all, her family owned slaves, too.

Once she was gone, I picked up the model horse again, turning it upside down, my fingers tracing the smooth, dappled edges of her acetate hocks and flanks. The weak winter sunlight made them shimmer, like sunlight through cottonwood branches.

I closed my eyes. Opened them. Glanced out the window, watching as the campus blurred and I wasn’t seeing it anymore. I hadn’t really seen it in a long time. I couldn’t look out any window for more than a few seconds and not think about two years ago, when the monsoons came to the desert. The images came to me like flashes of lightning on dry sand: The cottonwood. The rain. The petrichor. The treehouse. And the slave boy.

I tried not to think about it, and I especially tried not to think about how, when the ladder to that treehouse started creaking that night, how he didn’t shrink or run or hide or deny what we’d done, or try to save himself.

He just held me closer.

Mom thought sending me away would make me forget. And it had made me forget a lot. My old life in Scottsdale, my old school, my old friends. They were all blurs to me now. They’d all turned on me anyway when we got caught and the truth came out. Even my best friends, Juliette and Louisa, didn’t defend me. Whore for slaves, they wrote in white paint on my locker, even though they didn’t know or understand the first goddamn thing about what had happened in that treehouse. They’d never speak to me again, and I didn’t care. I’d forgotten them already. I’d forgotten almost everything.

But not him. Not ever.

I doubted he was remembering anything now. Where they’d sent him, slaves were lucky to last a year. But I hoped he had forgotten me, and quickly.

Because the only alternative was that he’d hated me for the rest of his life.
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