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Two figures trudged silently up a long, gentle, brush-covered hill that was dotted 

with small trees on either side of the dirt road.   There were no clouds that day, and the 
burning harvest sun never ceased its barrage of scorching rays despite its near-hidden 
state behind the forested horizon.  The young men were covered in dirt the same color of 
dark brown as that beneath their bare feet, and sweat ran over round muscle in bright 
lines through the grime they'd accrued from their day's work.  Their plain, sleeveless 
shirts, rumpled and filthy like their equally plain, baggy pants, were balled in their hands, 
baring the tattoo that each bore on his right shoulder-blade: a simple logo consisting of 
two fisted hands pressed knuckle-to-palm and the letters 'KL' above a ten-digit number.

The more muscular of the two was brown-haired and brown-eyed, his locks shorn 
close so they prickled in every direction.  He was tall and lanky, his frame filled out with 
muscle and perfectly trim, his skin golden.  His name was Sanosuke.

The other was only slightly shorter, stockier and less well-developed but still 
undeniably strong from the huge amount of hard labor he and his fellow slaves performed 
day after day.  His long black hair was tied up to keep it out of his face, which visage was 
somewhat gaunt and tired-looking.  His skin was darker than his friend's, his eyes clear 
blue.  This was Katsuhiro.

As they began to speak, it was with perfectly mixed accents; they had lived in the 
slave complex for so long that their national origins could no longer be determined; it was 
possible that they themselves did not remember what those were.

"I know what you're thinking about."  Katsu was looking anywhere but at his 
friend -- at a lizard skittering across a rock nearby, at the half-obscured tire tracks in the 
dust beneath their feet, at his own work-hardened hands as they swung beside him.

"Fuck," was all Sano replied.  His gaze was steadily forward, but he didn't seem to 
see anything -- at least, not anything actually ahead of him.

Katsu sighed.  "I know it hurts you to watch her like that, but there's nothing you 
can do about it." 

Throwing him a dour look, Sano replied, "So I should just forget it, huh?"
Katsu's eyes fell again to the ground they walked.  "I don't know."
"I swear that bastard did it on purpose!"
"Did what?"
"They told him Kaoru was Kenshin's woman, and he bought just Kenshin on 

purpose to hurt them both."
"He did seem pretty cold-hearted," Katsu admitted.
"Cold-hearted?  The man was a fucking sadist!"
Katsu sighed again.  "Sano, this isn't helping."
"I've gotta do something, though... she's still sick, and now they're making her 

work the fields already!"
"Sano, I told you, there's nothing you can do!"
Sano seized his friend by the shoulders and shook him.  "What the hell are you 

saying, man?  What would Souzou think to hear you say that?!"
"Why do you think Souzou's dead, idiot?" replied Katsu in a defensively loud 

tone, pain filling his eyes.
Sano's face contorted in an angry growl.  "Coward!"



"Is there a problem?"
Both slaves turned to look at the source of the deep, Sorratian-accented voice, and 

observed a guard watching them.  He'd obviously been heading down to the fields from 
the barracks for the night watch, for the crisp cloth of his uniform was as yet unmarred by 
any of the dust that would certainly stripe it by the end of the night.  He'd apparently 
come upon them just as the shaking and yelling had begun; fights between slaves were 
absolutely not tolerated, and the guard was touching his holstered gun, slung left-handed, 
in silent warning.

Slowly the two calmed and shook their heads, resuming their steady pace toward 
their sleeping quarters.  But as they passed the grey-clad enforcer, Sano could feel the 
guard's eyes carefully and approvingly traversing his body before the man chose to walk 
on.

"Now I've done it," Sano grumbled.
Their brief argument was forgotten.  "Hey, he was looking at me too," Katsu 

reassured him.  "It's a fifty-fifty chance."
"I've never seen him around here before."  Sano fought the urge to look back at 

the tall, unfamiliar figure.  "Suppose he's new?"
"I guess."  Katsu gave in to the temptation Sano had resisted and turned his head 

to glance at the man.  He snorted.  "If they're going to let their guards use us as their 
personal whores, they should at least get good-looking ones."

Sano was startled.  "I thought that guy looked pretty good; you didn't?"
"He was freaky... didn't you see? his eyes were yellow."
Sano had seen, and shrugged.  "Not like it matters much once they're fucking you.

"  And he thought no more of it, for his mind had returned to the disturbing matter of 
Kaoru.

His heart ached for her, seeing her weakening daily from her mysterious illness.  
The doctor hadn't been able to give any real diagnosis, which was why the slavers were 
forcing her to continue work, but Sano knew exactly what she was suffering from: a 
broken heart.  Ever since that white-haired bastard had shown up looking for a strong but 
pretty man and taken Kenshin away from her forever, Kaoru's spirit was entirely broken.  
Sano knew she couldn't last long.  He'd seen it before, in the years he'd spent here, but it 
had never hurt him like this.  Kenshin had been a good friend to him, and Kaoru was like 
a sister, despite the fact that he'd only known the two of them for just under a year.  It was 
difficult that no matter what he did, Kenshin was destined to live out a life of slavery to 
some rich sadist somewhere never knowing that his lover had wasted away without him.

Today she had collapsed in the field shortly after noon, and though they had not 
feared for her life -- she'd been open-eyed and relatively lucid as she'd been helped back 
to the quarters by a couple of grumbling guards -- naturally Sano and Katsu were worried 
that her condition was worsening.  And of course there was no communication between 
slaves in one part of the complex and those in another, so they had no idea how she'd 
fared for the rest of the day.

As they drew nearer to the cluster of slave quarter buildings that semi-circled the 
mess hall, their pace subtly increased as they threaded their way through the influx of 
people to the latter and headed for their own quarters instead.

The building, identical to the other four, was a plain rectangle divided into two 
long rooms succeeding a small set of chambers that belonged to the quarter-warden.  The 
main rooms contained little more than the rows of cots on which the slaves slept; as 



nobody stayed in the complex long before being sold, there were few belongings to be 
seen, and no personalization whatsoever.  And everything, even what had started out 
another color, had faded to the same uniform grey.

Against this, Kaoru's dark hair and pale skin stood out, as did the similarly dark 
hair of the stranger that sat beside her on the cot.  Sano and Katsu slowed momentarily as 
they entered the room, surprised.  Kaoru looked up at them and smiled slightly.  Deciding 
for the moment to ignore the unfamiliar young man at her side, the two hurried over to 
her.

"You're sitting up; you look OK," Sano said as they reached her.
"Yes, I'm fine," she replied, reaching out to squeeze his hand.  "It was just the 

heat, I think."
"I hope you've been drinking lots of water," Katsu said.
She nodded, and gestured to the stranger, who, they noticed, was holding a half-

full glass bottle.  They both took the time now to study the fine features and short, even 
black hair of the young man that looked to be about their age.  He must have been well-
treated, wherever he came from.

"You new?" Sano asked him.
"My name is Soujirou," the newcomer replied with a nod, and even in these few 

words his Touschan accent was clear.  "I just got here today, and they didn't give me 
anything to do, so I've just been sitting with her since she came."

"Thanks for helping her," Katsu replied seriously.  "I'm Katsu and this is Sano."
"You feelin' up to supper?" Sano asked Kaoru after he'd completed his half of the 

introduction with a nod to Soujirou.
"I think I could manage it," she said softly, the only problem with the statement 

being that she didn't seem to care whether or not she ate that night or ever again.  Sano, 
deciding to ignore this and how helpless and miserable it made him feel, extended a hand 
to help her up, and at her side Soujirou also stood.

"Anyone show you the way to mess hall yet?" Sano asked as he started toward the 
door.

"They pointed it out to me," Soujirou admitted, "but I'm a little disoriented now."
"You must have come from someone nice," Katsu commented as he fell into step 

at Soujirou's side.
Soujirou nodded.  "Actually, I'm a little nervous about all this... I never had to do 

much hard work..."  A slightly shaky laugh accompanied this statement, and Sano 
couldn't help pitying him.  He'd find out soon enough what real slave labor was.

There wasn't a day when the topic of escape didn't come up at some point, 
facetious, sardonic, or hopeless as such conversations usually were.  The mess hall was 
usually the setting of this, and, despite having a new addition to their little circle, tonight 
was no exception.  This discussion was led, as was quite often the case, by Yahiko, a boy 
that usually shared their company and always had a grand scheme for getting out.

"No, I swear it would work," he was insisting, emphatically waving a piece of 
bread at the skeptical Katsu beside him.  "All we'd have to do is get to the top of the 
windmill and--"

"Listen, kid," Sano interrupted him with a shake of his head, "don't get your hopes 
up with crazy plans like that.  Unless we come up with something that would actually 
work, we're not likely to ever escape from here, and that's reality."



"Don't tell him that," Kaoru chided, observing the eleven-year-old's downcast 
expression with pity.  "I'm sure there's some way out."

Katsu only shook his head as Sano had done.
Yahiko was determined not to despair even in the face of jaded discouragement.  

His was a strong spirit that had yet to be broken, he having been here only a few months 
or so after the relatively kind owner he'd been born serving had died.  He idolized Sano, 
for some reason, to the point even of trying to imitate his hairstyle, though his locks were 
black.  And he was determined to escape.  "No, seriously, hang-gliders work really good 
-- you strap it to your back and glide for a mile or something."

Sano smiled wanly.  "Don't you think they'd notice if we took all our blankets 
outside and started tying them onto sticks and stuff?"

"I think it's a good idea," Kaoru said.
"See?" Yahiko demanded.
Soujirou, who had been listening in intent silence, now joined the conversation.  

"If you could escape, though, where would you go?"
"Yeah, exactly," Sano said.
"Back to Touscha, of course," said Yahiko hotly.
"How would you get there, though?" Soujirou pursued.  "This place is in the 

middle of nowhere between Touscha, Baiza, and West Sorrat, isn't it?"
"Yes, it is," Katsu confirmed, a little surprised; most slaves didn't have any clear 

idea of the complex's geographic location.
"Wouldn't it be a long, hard hike, then?" Soujirou asked.  "And what would you 

eat?  And what if something ate you?"
Seeming a little dismayed at these questions, Yahiko struggled to find answers.
"And if you got to Touscha," Soujirou pressed on, "what then?  Do you know how 

to live like a free man?  Could you blend in well enough that when Ketterect Labor came 
looking, they wouldn't suspect you were an escaped slave?"

This was another surprise; few slaves knew what the KL on their backs stood for.
"And how would you support yourself?  Touschans don't hold jobs until they're 

eighteen, you know."
"Is this really necessary?" asked Kaoru quietly.  Katsu noticed absently that she 

hadn't eaten much.
Sano sided with Soujirou.  "No, he's just being realistic."  And though it did seem 

odd that Soujirou could play devil's advocate so persistently with that mild smile on his 
face the entire time, Katsu had to agree that realism shouldn't be argued against.  A lot of 
the time -- as in this situation, evidently -- those that had just arrived were the most 
pragmatic; anyone that lasted longer, went through a couple of dealer cycles without 
being sold, often had their perspective skewed.  As for Katsu and Sano... he didn't know 
whether their history at this place rendered their perspective dead-on, or skewed even 
worse than most.

Yahiko was staring at his plate unhappily; Katsu found his eyes lingering on the 
boy for quite some time.  The prudence of practicality notwithstanding, maybe the 
newcomer had been a little too blunt.  Katsu's gaze rose to find that young man, and 
discovered Soujirou looking similarly at Yahiko.  The smile was gone from his face, and 
the expression there in its stead was one of sorrow and pity that Katsu couldn't help but 
appreciate; maybe Soujirou also thought he'd been too hard on the kid.



As if feeling Katsu's gaze, Soujirou looked up and caught his eyes, and the light 
smile returned, the sadness vanishing as if it had never existed.  Katsu thought this odd, 
but there was no use staring any further; he was finished eating and had somewhere to be.

"Well," he announced as he stood and picked up his tray, "I've got barracks-call."
"Oh?"  Sano looked up quickly.  "That guy?"
"He was on night-patrol, remember?  It's Akamatsu, of course."
"Oh," Sano glowered.
"Yeah.  See you all tomorrow."
After tubbing his dishes, Katsu headed for the doors, glancing back at his friends 

as he exited.  He found Soujirou watching him very steadily, and gave a little wave.  
Soujirou didn't seem to have any idea what he'd meant by 'barracks-call,' and waved back 
with that same smile.  Katsu sighed as he trudged away from the mess hall up the hill 
toward the guards' quarters.  He'd find out soon enough.
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The next day, Sano couldn't help thinking a little wistfully about Yahiko's hang-

glider plan as he walked with Katsu and Soujirou past the windmill on the way to the 
fields in the clear dawn.  The kid was always thinking up crazy ideas like that; in some 
ways it was refreshing, and in others terribly frustrating.

Yahiko was also constantly talking about the outer world as he'd known it.  Sano 
had never been to Touscha, at least not as far as he could remember, and therefore those 
stories were interesting almost to the point of being painful.  For what was the likelihood 
of Sano's ever being able to find out for sure whether or not Yahiko was making them up?

It didn't make matters any better that Soujirou was new to the complex and had all 
sorts of nosy questions.  Some weren't so bad... the ones about how the farming here 
worked and whether KL sold the grain to anyone or just used it to feed the slaves and the 
guards, and whether they knew which country KL bought the commodities they couldn't 
produce from (incidentally, Katsu did know, because he had a seemingly superhuman 
ability to pick things like that up and remember them), and whether there was ever any 
recreation for the slaves, and all sorts of other irrelevant things... Sano just listened as 
Katsu patiently answered it all, in between the comings and goings of guards, until 
Soujirou happened upon a subject neither of them were going to want to discuss.

"Your friend Yahiko seems hell-bent on escaping.  Has anyone ever escaped from 
here before, that you know of?"

Both Katsu and Sano shook their heads.
"In Touscha, slavery is a very touchy issue," Soujirou remarked.  Sano found his 

smile, at such a moment, almost uncanny.  "It's technically legal, but lots of people are 
against it... if something big were to come up, I wouldn't be surprised to see it banned.  
That's why I was wondering -- if there were to be a mass break-out, it would stir things up 
there and might accomplish something...  Has anyone ever tried anything like that?"

"Yes," Sano and Katsu answered at once.
Soujirou paused, looking at them.  Sano only saw this out of the corner of his eye, 

as he'd become very intent on his work and guessed Katsu had as well.  Undoubtedly they 
were both trying to keep their faces from betraying the pain that still lingered.

"What... happened?" Soujirou wondered a little hesitantly.  He was obviously no 
fool, and had read enough in their mutual tone, even in that single syllable of affirmation, 
to make him cautious.

Neither of the others answered for a long moment until finally Katsu said briefly, 
"Almost everyone involved was killed."

"Oh."  Soujirou cleared his throat and then made a slight and obviously deliberate 
change of subject.  "Lately -- before my master went bankrupt, anyway -- I was hearing 
about some anti-slavery groups doing things like kidnapping slaves and supposedly 
taking them to West Sorrat and conditioning them for free life.  He worried about sending 
me on errands outside his property!" he added with a slight laugh, clearly unaware that a 
guard had appeared not far off, that he was talking too much.  "I heard that not much was 
being done about these people because--"

"Would you shut the hell up already?" the guard said as he stepped forward and 
gave the cheerful young man a rough shove.  "You new fucks with your stupid chatter.  
God."



"Sorry, sir," Soujirou said unnecessarily, turning his unfaltering smile toward the 
guard.

"Yeah, yeah, just get back to work."  The guard was perhaps taken somewhat 
aback by that incongruous expression -- which, Sano thought with a faint touch of 
amusement, was maybe its point -- and only eyed Soujirou a bit more before continuing 
his walk of the field.

Soujirou, still smiling, did as he was told.  Sano was a trifle relieved.
Like all newcomers, Soujirou would undoubtedly become accustomed to this 

place very quickly, Sano reflected, and not by asking a lot of questions -- just because no 
day was ever any different from any other, and the nights were similarly all the same.  
Week after week it was nothing but work while the sun was up (Soujirou had proven 
today that he was capable of that); get fucked by some guard at night (Soujirou 
undoubtedly had the face and figure for that); and hope to survive to see the next season 
roll in.

Soujirou, in that last area, was a matter of question.  He was too obviously 
accustomed to being treated well, and was therefore a little too flippant toward the 
guards.  Not that slaves were routinely killed by guards, but the enforcers would go out of 
their way to make sure they didn't get any attitude from those they ruled.  Sano had seen 
some slaves die of pure indifference as their spirits were thus broken.  He wasn't to that 
point yet, though he didn't know why -- his must have been a stronger spirit than most -- 
but he could see the day coming.  And he wasn't looking forward to watching it happen to 
yet another person that had joined their little group.  Soujirou had better smooth himself 
out before someone else did it for him.

Kaoru seemed worse than usual that night, and Sano fervently hoped that the 
guards would forget about him for just this evening.  Just let him sit by her side a little 
longer.  If he couldn't bring Kenshin back, the least he could do was try to fill the void, 
however inadequate he was.  Yahiko seemed to be out of ideas for the moment, Soujirou 
was weary and quiet on the cot behind Sano, and silence reigned in their part of the room.

Kaoru was very pale as she lay curled up on her side in the little cot, eyes open but 
unmoving, and she shivered occasionally.  Sano and Katsu had given her their own thin 
blankets, but she never seemed to be warm enough at night, even in these sweltering 
months.  Sano's face was blank as he stared down at her, but his mind wasn't.  Thoughts 
raced through his head like suicidal flying creatures -- crashing into each other, into the 
ground, into trees, until he thought he was going crazy.  Just like every night.

His reverie was broken when Kaoru sat up slowly.  "Water?" she mumbled a little 
blearily.

"I'll get it," Katsu replied, stilling Sano and rising.  He walked down the long line 
of cots past other slaves, who ignored him, to the end of the room.  Pausing for a moment 
to stand directly in front of the electric fan that was all the 'air conditioning' they were 
allowed, he then moved on to where a few buckets sat in the corner full of water for their 
use.  Sano watched him tiredly, for no particular reason, and when Katsu held up an 
empty bucket for him to see and headed for the door, he nodded absently.

"Katsu's going to the pump," he assured Kaoru.  "It'll just be a minute."
"Thanks," she replied, and her vision seemed to drift away to something she 

couldn't actually see.  He was sure it had something to do with a red-haired, violet-eyed 
man with pale skin and a gentle demeanor.  Tears slowly filled her eyes as she closed 
them, and she brushed fitfully at the few that slid out down her cheeks.



Sano took her hand and squeezed it, knowing he could give no real comfort but 
wanting her to feel his presence.  It was awkward and more than a bit painful watching a 
woman cry when there was nothing he could do about it, though, and he let his eyes drift 
around the room.

As it generally did at this time of day, the false serenity of weariness lay over the 
slave quarters -- over the small group of companions as well as the others that sat 
massaging their feet or lay exhausted on their cots.  The noise level, as always, was low; 
conversation during the work-day was discouraged, and the fear of reprisal carried even 
into the night when no guards were present.  There were a few children in one corner 
carrying on some kind of quiet activity with their backs to the adults, but even their game 
-- or whatever it was -- was nearly devoid of energy.

Katsu, stopping just inside the doorway to set down his burden and observing the 
subdued scene, reflected that, in his eyes at least, his friends were the only part of the 
room that had any color; everything else appeared hopelessly dull.  He wasn't sure what 
he would do in a place like this, would have done all these years, without those he'd 
become close to -- even coming and going as they always did -- and especially Sano.

He transferred the big metal drinking ladle from an empty bucket to one of those 
he'd just filled, and went over to Kaoru.  She accepted the ladle gratefully and drained it 
slowly.  When she was finished, she sighed and returned the utensil to Katsu.  Glancing 
from his face to Sano's and then down to Yahiko, she remarked, "You all take care of me 
so much.  Thank you."  Sano nodded, but couldn't say anything.  Yahiko, sitting on the 
floor, was looking down, sad and awkward, at his crossed legs and feet.  Katsu nodded, 
like Sano, and went to put the ladle back in the bucket.

"I heard some guards talking," he said quietly when he was seated at Kaoru's side 
again, "out there.  There was water in the trough, so I didn't have to use the pump and 
they didn't hear me.  They were on the porch, and didn't know anyone could hear them."

They waited for him to continue, Kaoru easing herself down onto the cot once 
more and Yahiko watching him curiously.

Katsu looked around to make sure no one else was listening.  Soujirou was 
evidently not paying attention (though Katsu felt fairly sure he could trust the newcomer 
anyway), and nobody else was within earshot.  Finally he continued.  "I didn't hear 
everything, but they did say something about a break in the perimeter -- out across the 
east field."

Sano's brow furrowed.  "What do you think?" he asked.
Katsu shook his head slightly.  "I don't know.  It sounds dangerous, but it could be 

our best chance yet."
Yahiko opened his mouth as if he wanted to speak, but then didn't say anything.
Sano was nodding slowly.  "But we'd have to do it soon... they won't let 

something like that sit for more than a day or so."
"Oh, I forgot..."  Their attention was all drawn to where Soujirou had stood up 

abruptly.  "A guard told me to come to his room after dinner.  I guess I'm late."
Katsu and Sano exchanged unhappy glances.
Soujirou's own face went slightly pale at sight of that.  "I heard what you were 

saying yesterday...  Does that mean..."
"Yeah," Sano said quietly.  "Sorry, man."
"But, I..."  Soujirou bit his lip.



"No choice," Katsu said darkly.  "Hopefully it was one of the nicer ones, and not 
Akamatsu."

"I heard you say his name last night too," Soujirou faltered.  "Is he..."
"He's a horny pervert and a complete bastard," Sano said.
"Gets off on making our lives hell," added Katsu.
"What does he look like?" Soujirou asked, even more faintly.
"He's short, kinda big," Sano informed, "got all kinds of scars on his face."
The young man let out a breath of relief.  "It wasn't him, then.  But... what 

happens if I don't go at all?"
"You'll probably get beaten then raped," Sano told him grimly.  "Best to just go 

and get it over with."
Soujirou took a deep breath, then nodded.  "Good night, then," he said in a tone 

that was evidently struggling to sound strong as he turned for the door and headed off to 
face his doom.

"Poor guy," Katsu muttered.  "Second night here, too."
"At least he's old enough..."  But despite the pity in his tone, Sano evidently 

couldn't keep his mind on that matter.  "Anyway, what about that break?  Do you think 
we should go for it?"

"Yes!" Yahiko said, a little too loudly.  His eyes were sparkling.  "We could get 
out and make a run for it!"

"You should," Kaoru agreed, and Katsu saw that her wide-open eyes were clear 
and filled with some emotion he hadn't observed there for some time.

"We'll go get help," he said.  "Soujirou was saying earlier--"  He didn't have time 
to explain it, though.  "Well, we'll find something, come back, and get you out."

She smiled.  "I don't need your promises," she said softly.  "Just get yourselves 
out."

Sano frowned.  "No, we will come back for you."  But she shook her head.  His 
frown deepened at that, and Katsu thought he was slightly hurt.  "Fine, don't believe it.  
But we will."  Turning to Yahiko then he said, "I'm sorry, kid, but we can't take you with 
us."  He continued swiftly, not allowing the protest to make its way out of the boy's 
mouth.  "You know if we get caught trying to escape they're likely to kill us, and I refuse 
to have your death on my conscience, even if I'm dead too.  Plus, you're not strong 
enough or fast enough to keep up with us."

Yahiko gritted his teeth with an angry blush, abruptly fighting back tears.  But not 
only was there no argument against Sano's blunt points, he probably believed the 
insistence that Sano and Katsu would return to rescue them -- maybe even more than 
either of them did.  Finally he nodded.

Sano pulled him against his chest in a sudden hug.  "I'll miss you, kid," he said.
"If we get out, it'll be worth it," Katsu nodded, reaching out to ruffle Yahiko's hair.
"Yeah," Yahiko stammered.
Sano then leaned down and kissed Kaoru on the brow.  "Goodbye," he said.
"We'll be back," Katsu promised again, squeezing her hand.
"Goodbye," she replied, and closed her eyes so as not to see them rising and 

heading for the door... given that she obviously believed she would never see them again.
They planned quietly as they made their stealthy way across the dirt yard between 

the slave quarters and the guard barracks and onward.  Heading north, they determined 
that they would cut through the orchard and come onto the field from the south, crossing 



it at the lower end where they would less easily be seen by patrols.  Thence it was into the 
thick, hostile forest that surrounded the complex, and hopefully they could find the break 
in the perimeter fence soon enough to slip through and start running before someone 
realized they were gone.

After that, they had no idea what to do.  It was only logical to assume that, as the 
complex lay at the juncture of three nations, whatever direction they chose to take would 
eventually lead them to one of those... Touscha would be preferable, given what Soujirou 
had said about slavery there, and they understood that it was to their northwest -- but 
while northwest was easy enough to find in a place they'd known for a decade, things 
would be very different in a dark forest with many hours before dawn.  With this in mind, 
they resolved not to be too particular about where they ended up, as long as it was 
somewhere other than here, and not dead.

But as Soujirou had pointed out last night, what then?  Ketterect Labor Complex 
had been their home for ten years, and of what lay beyond they really had no concept 
other than what they'd been told and what they vaguely remembered from their childhood.  
Would they be capable of blending in, coming up with some way to support themselves, 
and finding help for their friends here in time?

They could not allow themselves to doubt that somewhere in the great beyond 
would be help for Kaoru.  At the very least, if they could raise enough money somehow, 
they could buy their friends and bring them to freedom.  And perhaps someone would 
have heard of a mistreated red-headed slave that pined for a love lost at the hands of a 
cruel white-haired man.  Or even if that could not be, if they could get her out, Kaoru 
could receive better medical attention.  The taciturn doctor that tended to the slaves was 
gentle and fairly adept, but cold and distant, wrapped up in thoughts no one could guess.

They had one close call as they scaled the orchard wall and Katsu nearly fell, but 
the guard below merely walked on without noting them.  "This would be a lot easier," 
Sano grumbled a bit later, when he could without being heard, "if they didn't wear dark 
grey and we could see them better."

Katsu shook his head with a wry smile.  "Idiot."
They crossed the orchard with little trouble, and darted across the dirt road 

between it and the sunken level of grain that was the east field.  This was going to be a bit 
more difficult, as guards actually patrolled up and down the lanes between the plots, and 
it was there Katsu and Sano also had to walk -- as going through the grain itself would 
make too much noise on this windless night and could not be risked.  By the time they 
made it to the ditch that separated the field from the forest, they were sweating as much 
as if they'd been working in the field, not sneaking through it, but they remained unseen.

Clambering across the ditch, they took one last look around before plunging into 
the forest.

"Do you think we're actually going to make it?" Katsu asked when they were a 
few minutes into the dense foliage, fighting their way forward with determination.

"I don't know," Sano replied, looking for a path through a particularly nasty 
tangle.  "But I've gotta try.  For Kaoru.  And Kenshin."

"And Souzou," Katsu added softly.
Sano nodded.
The perimeter was drawing nearer, and the frenzy of Katsu's heart spread to a 

flush throughout his entire body.  This could be the moment he'd dreamed of his entire 
captive life, the amazing moment when he looked for the first time beyond the pale of 



slavery into freedom.  Of course, all he was likely to see was forest, but that was 
immaterial.  Now, if only they could find the break!

The tall, imposing barbed-wire electric fence appeared suddenly in front of them, 
the trees cleared away around it and the foliage hacked back.  They peered cautiously out 
from the forest's shelter, and saw what they were looking for off to their right: a tree had 
fallen into the fence, snapping wires and creating a bridge to freedom.  It wasn't obvious 
how the tree had been tipped, but they weren't about to argue with such good fortune.  
Scanning the area for any sign of life, they both looked again at the fallen trunk, then at 
each other, and slowly moved forward.

"Did you two idiots really think there wouldn't be a guard here?"
The unexpected sound stopped them short just a few yards from their destination.  

They might have risked the chance that the speaker was armed and run onward if the 
voice had not come from in front of them -- indeed, from exactly where they were 
heading.

The guard stepped casually from behind the fallen tree, where boughs and 
shadows had combined with his dark uniform and black hair to render him completely 
invisible.

"Shit," Sano growled.
It was the same guard that had been admiring them yesterday.  Despite the 

blackness, his golden eyes glowed with a deadly gleam.  He stood nonchalantly regarding 
them, a cigarette marking the darkness in his right hand, his left lying lightly on the 
holster at his hip.

Sano didn't waste time between his next phrase, "Let's take him down!" and his 
sudden sprint toward the man, but neither did the guard waste time in drawing and calmly 
firing a single perfect shot that flew straight into Sano's shoulder.

Katsu was less inclined than Sano to physical combat, and so had held back at 
first, but upon seeing his friend fall to the ground in a burst of blood he leapt forward.  
However, the guard had, with the same calmness, pointed the gun directly at him, and 
was advancing slowly.

"K-katsu..." Sano choked out, grimacing as he clutched at his shoulder and tried to 
rise.  "Run... get out..."

"Idiot!" Katsu replied in a desperate hiss, falling to his knees at his friend's side 
when he saw that attacking an armed man was futile.  "I'm not going without you!"

The guard loomed over them, a tall shadow stretching up to two amber points.  
What little light there was in the lee of the great trees gleamed off the barrel of his gun as 
it was leveled at Katsu's head.  "Get away from him," he commanded.

"If you want to kill him, you'll have to kill me first," Katsu replied, leaning over 
Sano protectively.

"That would be easy enough," the infuriating voice drawled out of the dark.  "But 
if I wanted to kill him, don't you think I might have aimed for a more vital area?"

There wasn't really a logical answer for this, and the next moment a long arm 
snaked around the obstruction Katsu presented to seize Sano's shirt and pull him all at 
once out of his friend's clutching grasp.  The guard lifted Sano easily and slung him over 
his shoulder.  Sano must have blacked out, for he made neither protest nor attempt to 
escape, and his arms hung limp.

"What are you doing?" Katsu demanded, jumping to his feet.



The man looked at him briefly.  "He's bleeding; he needs to be treated.  What do 
you think I'm doing?"

Katsu stared at him, baffled.  "But... what should..."
The guard gestured at the fallen tree.  "You're free to continue your escape attempt 

if you wish to do so without your companion.  Otherwise, I would advise you return to 
your quarters before dawn."  And with these words he turned and walked away calmly 
into the trees, carrying Sano with him.



3
The pain was terrible, and in large part, he thought, stunting his progress toward 

full consciousness.  Combined with this, the other sensations of soft bedsheets around 
him and something grazing the bare skin of his chest left him at a total loss as to where he 
was or what was happening to him.  The last feeling, as if someone's hand were slowly 
running over him in a light, almost absent caress, he dwelt on longest; it was soothing, 
especially compared to the agony in his shoulder.

Wait... he'd been shot, hadn't he?  Because... because he'd been trying to escape, 
and Katsu...

Sano sat up, giving a grunt at the increased pain and surprise at suddenly being 
completely awake, his hand flying immediately to his wound as a soft blanket slid down 
his body and a set of infinitely familiar objects came into focus: the plaster ceiling and 
walls, plain light fixture, and brown door of a barracks interior.  "What the...?  Where am 
I?"

"In my room."
Sano started away from the guard that was seated immediately beside him on the 

bed, leaning against the wall behind them and barely looking up from the magazine he 
was reading.  The startled motion nearly made Sano fall to the floor, and preventing 
himself from doing so caused him quite a bit of discomfort.  "Ow... shit..."

His first thought was that the guard must have brought him back here to have his 
way with him before he turned him in for trying to escape, but it was obvious that he 
hadn't been raped in his sleep.  Beyond that, as he took stock of himself, he found that his 
gunshot wound had been cleaned and bandaged.  For all the pain he was in, the way his 
shoulder and arm were moving led him to guess that the bullet had missed everything 
vital and left him to heal back to what would probably be a normal muscular condition.  It 
must have been an amazingly precise shot to do so little damage.

Dizzy and confused, he lay down again, flat on his back, looking up at the other 
man.  "Why?" he asked softly.

"Because I didn't feel like treating your wound outside on the ground in the 
middle of the night."  Once more, the guard didn't even look at him as he answered.

"Where's Katsu?"
"If your friend has any sense, he'll have gone back to his quarters long before 

this."
It felt like a stupid thing to ask, but, given the circumstance, Sano couldn't 

forebear -- "Are you gonna turn us in?"
"No."
"Why?"
The man put his magazine down at last, and regarded Sano with his uncanny 

golden eyes.  "I've been watching you and your friend for several days now," he said, but 
his words didn't seem to be meant as any sort of answer to Sano's question.  "How did 
you come to be here?"

Although confused, Sano saw no reason not to tell him, so he replied, "Katsu and 
I were living on the streets in LeMere in Baiza, and these guys picked us up."

"How long have you been here?"
"Ten years?  Eleven?  Something like that."



The man's eyes narrowed.  "I find it hard to believe than a strong and attractive 
young man wouldn't have been sold in such a length of time."

"Those are the exact reasons I wasn't.  I'm strong, so I'm useful for all kinds of 
work..."  Sano's eyes flicked up toward the ceiling rather than the man's face as he 
blushed.  Why exactly he was blushing, he couldn't be quite sure; it might have been 
because of what he was about to explain, but why that should be, when it was something 
he basically took for granted, he didn't know.  "And I'm attractive, I guess, so I'm useful 
for all kinds of other stuff too.  I'll never get sold.  Matter of fact, somebody always locks 
me and Katsu up when the dealers come by, just to make sure we don't.  I don't think the 
higher-ups know they do that, though."

"How old are you?"
"Nineteen, I think."
There was a brief silence, and Sano was almost afraid to look over again, but did 

so anyway.  He found the man staring down at him with a piercing gaze that he did not 
understand.  "Are you saying," the man asked, with peculiar emphasis, "that these guards 
have found you 'strong and attractive' since you were nine years old?"

Sano was blushing even more than before.  Maybe it was just that no one had ever 
really talked to him about it like this; it had always just been... the way he lived.  "Yeah.  
Well, not like it's been the same guards all this time.  You guys come and go too."

More silence.  Then finally, "How many slaves would you say there are here?"
"About a hundred."
"And how long do they usually stay -- the ones who don't routinely get raped?"
"I've never known anyone to stay more than a year, but sometimes they go after a 

month even.  The dealers come all in a group once a year and pick out lots of people, but 
sometimes individual ones come some other time when they're running low or whatever."

"Do you know anything about where the slaves get sold to?"
"Nah... usually the buyers don't come up here in person.  The dealers take the 

slaves they pick back to wherever they do whatever they do, and the buyers get what they 
need from there.  Every once in a while a buyer wants more selection, and'll turn up here 
looking for something specific, but that doesn't happen much."  He thought of the asshole 
that had bought Kenshin.

The yellow-eyed man was nodding.  "And when do most of the dealers come?"
"After harvest.  Won't be more'n about a month now."  Sano, by this point, was 

really at a loss to explain all these questions, which reminded him vaguely of Soujirou's 
endless curiosity earlier this very day (for all it felt like weeks ago)... didn't guards get 
briefed on all this stuff when they took the job?  Maybe not.  Maybe he was just too 
accustomed to the ones that had been here long enough to figure it all out.

"Do you know the date?"
"It's just... after harvest..."
"I mean, do you know today's date?"
"Um, no..."
The guard's lips tightened.  Sano was confused.
Abruptly the man stood and set his neglected magazine down on the table, then 

reached up to tug on the chain that turned off the light.  The interrogation was probably 
over, then, and it was time to get on with the reason Sano was sitting here naked.  A 
strange feeling began to grow in the pit of his stomach at that thought, a sensation he 



didn't quite recognize.  It was almost as if he didn't feel ready for it, despite the fact that 
he was as ready as he ever was any night.

But all the man said next was, "Go to sleep."
Sano blinked several times into the darkness, recognizing by the shifting of the 

bed and the blankets that the man had lain down beside him.  "What?"
"I said, go to sleep."
"Yeah, I heard you, but..."
"Or stay awake all night, if you think that will help you heal quicker."
"I thought...  Aren't you going to fuck me?"
He might have been imagining things, but it seemed there was a pause that felt 

almost indecisive before the man replied in a tone half amused and half... something 
else... "Why; do you want me to?"

"No!"
"Why would you ask, then?"
"I wasn't asking you to do it; I just figured you were already going to."
"Why?"
"Well, you obviously want to..."  At least, that was how Sano was reading the 

man's expressions and tones.
"So?"
Baffled, Sano had absolutely no answer to this.
"You're injured," the guard said, as if that explained everything.
Sano was motionless with shock.  No guard in the history of the slave complex 

would have cared that he was injured -- indeed, to some it would have been an added 
bonus.  And this one, while not bothering to deny that he wanted it, didn't plan on taking 
him just because of a clean and well-treated wound in his shoulder?

"Who are you?" he managed to ask at last.
"A guard, idiot."
"Yeah, I know that, but when did you get here?  I never saw you before yesterday.  

What's your name?  Why did you ask me all those questions?  Why didn't you turn us in?"
"You're noisy.  Go to sleep."
But Sano, feeling strangely fearless, was not going to relent just yet.  "If you didn't 

plan on fucking me or turning me in, why did you stop me escaping?"
The guard said nothing; it seemed he didn't intend to answer.
Finally, despairing of finding out what he wanted to know, Sano lay down with a 

slight sigh followed by a grunt of pain.  He was acutely conscious of the warmth of the 
man immediately to his left; the guard still wore a robe and had his back to Sano, yet the 
arrangement felt very... intimate... and without the activities that generally preceded going 
to bed thus side by side, that intimacy was disconcerting.  Sano wasn't sure he'd actually 
be able to sleep like this.  He couldn't even turn away from the other man, as that would 
put him on his hurt shoulder.

It didn't help that he was inexplicably naked.
Why was he naked, if the guard hadn't planned on fucking him?
This question nagged at him until he was forced to ask it aloud.
"Your ratty clothing was covered with blood," was the reply whose tone seemed 

to suggest that the answer was obvious and Sano should really shut up.
"But they won't issue me any more clothing until--"



"I'll make sure they do," the man interrupted.  "I'll tell them in the morning that 
my gun went off by mistake and wounded you."

"You really aren't going to tell anyone that we tried to escape, are you."  Sano 
hadn't been aware, up until this point, that he hadn't really believed it up until this point.

"No, I'm not.  It would be a good idea for you not to mention it to anyone either."
"No shit...  But I still don't get why you stopped us.  It doesn't seem like you care 

whether we escaped or not."
"Maybe I just wanted some company for the night."  By now the guard sounded 

exasperated.
"You could have had anyone!"  Sano's tone was very similar, but his was tinged 

with desperation, maybe even anger.
"I wanted you."
"I don't get it."
"You don't have to."
"But you could have had someone who wasn't trying to escape, dammit!"
"I told you; I've been watching you for days.  I didn't want anyone else.  I wasn't 

going to let you escape."
"What the hell kind of motive is wanting my company for keeping me from my 

freedom?"
There was a long silence, and Sano thought the man was once again not going to 

answer him, until finally the reply came out of the darkness in the softest tone the guard 
had yet used: "You won't regret it.  I swear."

The words made him shiver, for some reason, and that strange sensation in the pit 
of his stomach was growing.  "Why?" he wondered, almost in a whisper.

"You ask too many questions."
Sano had to give a snort of laughter.  After the day he'd had... "I ask too many 

questions?"
But this time there really was no answer.
Once he'd resigned himself to the conversation's end, he found discomfort, 

irritation, curiosity, and confusion fading, or at least going temporarily dormant, as he 
drifted away from consciousness much sooner than he'd expected.

The pre-dawn wake-up siren brought him to his senses in an empty bed; 
reflexively he sprang up before remembering the events of the night, then sat down again 
abruptly with a combination sigh and moan.  His shoulder roared with pain, and his entire 
body felt stiff.  He wondered if he'd moved even once the entire time he'd been asleep.

He looked around, but the guard was gone.  Back to Sano came the oddly serious 
and almost gentle words that had been nearly the last thing he'd heard before going to 
sleep: "You won't regret it.  I swear."  Logically, he should be feeling regret, should be 
bitter or irate... but, besides the pain of his wound, the only sensation of which he was 
conscious was a strange sort of coldness that was more like an emotional void than 
anything brought on by the chill of morning.  He touched the bandage on his shoulder 
gently and wondered where he would be by now if yellow-eyes hadn't stopped them.  He 
didn't really know how to feel.

But the sun was certainly rising, and he would have time to think as he worked.  
Not that he was particularly looking forward to harvesting grain with this throbbing pain.  
He stood again, slowly, moving his arm a bit to test the muscles and grimacing at the 
result.  No, not looking forward to it at all.



At that moment, the door opened, and a blank-faced girl entered without 
preamble.  She didn't seem to care that Sano was totally naked, only held out the bundle 
she had brought.  "Here," she said emotionlessly.

Sano knew well the look in the kid's eyes, having seen it many times in countless 
faces since he came here: total, soul-deep apathy.  He didn't have to know her personally 
to be aware that she always did exactly what she was told, rolled with every blow, and 
could not care less where her life was going.  It was the ultimate face of slavery: the death 
of all that was human in an individual.

"You won't regret it.  I swear."
Yeah, buddy, you're gonna hafta work pretty damn hard to live up to that one, 

Sano reflected harshly as he looked at the girl and thought of so many others like her, not 
to mention those that hadn't yet reached this point, whose wills could still be saved, that 
might have been helped by his escape.  He thought of Kaoru...

"Thanks," he said, taking the clothes, old and used but clean and new to him.
"Coord' told me to tell you to work in the wash-house 'til you're OK."
Sano nodded and began to dress as the girl turned and left.
As he stepped from the room and closed the door behind him a few minutes later, 

listening to the click of the latch with an indescribable rising emotion, the first of the 
morning, stretching out his healthy arm with a yawn, his attention was drawn to 
movement at his left.  A guard had been standing very still close by and was now 
approaching.

"What's your name?" the man asked in a flat tone; his accent was Sorratian like 
that of the other guard.

"Sano," he replied promptly, puzzled and a little worried.  Was he in trouble after 
all?  He refrained from searching the man's face, as guards generally didn't like that, but 
from the short dark hair and cold blue eyes he'd taken in with his first glance he knew 
he'd never seen this man before.

"Quarter 4-12 tonight," the stranger informed him in the same tone.
"Yes, sir," Sano said dully, and watched in minor stupefaction as the guard turned 

and walked away without another word.  They're lining up for me outside each other's 
doors now, he was reflecting, not without a touch of weary amusement, but how the fuck 
did he even know I was in there?  He would have had to... well, maybe yellow-eyes told 
him this morning...  Even with this explanation, though, it was disconcerting.  But he'd 
deal with it as he always did.

Noting that the sun was by now risen, the slave made haste away from the 
barracks and down the hill toward the wash-house, hoping the excuse of having been 
wounded and needing to wait for new clothes would be enough to keep him out of trouble 
for being late.



4
Katsu's endless horrified conjectures about what had happened to Sano last night, 

and what might happen to both of the would-be escapees today, were to a certain extent 
interrupted by a very pale Soujirou joining him on the way to the fields just before 
sunrise.  Looking a little lost and a bit the worse for wear, he fell into step quietly at 
Katsu's side.

The latter was far too inured to the way they lived here to feel any intense remorse 
for Soujirou's plight, but that didn't make him totally unsympathetic.  "Good morning," he 
offered softly.  "Are you all right?"

"I..."  Soujirou's face was blank.
Katsu put a hand on his shoulder, knowing full well that there was nothing he 

could say that would really mean anything.
Apparently attempting to rally his spirits, Soujirou managed a faint smile and, 

"Where's Sano?"
Katsu tried not to frown.  If Soujirou had been three minutes earlier, had come to 

the quarters, Katsu could have told him.  Out here, however, with more guards around 
and so many slaves moving in the same direction, it was difficult to determine who was 
or wasn't listening.  "A guard came in for him right after you left last night," he lied.  
"He's probably already in the field."

"So, how often should I expect... that...?"  Soujirou wondered in response to this, 
trying to keep his voice even.

Katsu had to admit that he was somewhat glad of the distracting conversation.  
"Sano and I are their favorites," he replied, "and we don't usually get called up more than 
about three or four times a week during warmer parts of the year."

Soujirou looked away with wide eyes, and Katsu, glancing over, could see him 
mouth the words, 'four times a week' with an air of disbelieving stupor.

"That's actually not all that often, if you think about it."  Katsu tried to reassure 
him a little by explaining the system as he understood it.  "There's about forty guards, so 
it could be a lot more.  But most of them don't like men, I think.  So since sex between 
women and men isn't allowed here -- because pregnant slaves don't sell as well, and it 
isn't like there's a shop around the corner selling condoms -- those ones don't bother us.  
And except for Akamatsu, the rest of them don't all feel like fucking every night."

Whether or not Soujirou was reassured, he did seem a little calmer.  "You really 
know how this place works, don't you?"

"I have been here most of my life."
"Most of your life?" Soujirou echoed in surprise.  "How can you have gone so 

long without being sold?"
"I told you Sano and I are their favorites," Katsu replied a little grimly.  "Like 

they'd ever let us go."  Though that could have been subverted last night if not for that 
strange guard.  And where was Sano?  Katsu was scanning the field for him without any 
luck.

Soujirou, who hadn't had any reply to Katsu's last statement (for what was there to 
say?), followed his gaze across those that had already started working, then those just 
arriving, and shook his head.  "I don't see him."



Tried to sound casual, Katsu agreed and added, "I wonder where he is..."  And he 
continued to look.

"Katsu, the guards are watching."  Soujirou tugged on his arm.  "Let's go."
Katsu couldn't think that Soujirou's indifference toward the guards' influence had 

been completely reversed already, but evidently the barracks-call had taught him 
something.  He allowed the younger man to pull him away from his search.

Once they were safely working and no guard was immediately nearby, Soujirou 
asked, "Why wouldn't he be here?"  Of course not knowing the story of the previous 
evening, his tone was nothing more than curious.

The only answer Katsu could come up with was that Sano was in bad enough 
condition that he couldn't work the fields -- but he couldn't say that to Soujirou without 
explaining everything that had happened and risking being overheard...  "I don't know," 
he replied at length, not bothering to hide his concern; Soujirou should be able to 
understand it, if he picked up on it, even without all the details.

Katsu caught a glance from the other slave that suggested he had picked up on it.  
"How long have you known him?" Soujirou asked deliberately, perhaps attempting to 
cheer Katsu up or at least distract him.

"As long as I can remember."  Katsu was not averse to being cheered up or at least 
distracted.  "We met as orphans in LeMere and watched each other's backs for a few years 
before KL found us."

"You were homeless, then?  Without any living relatives?"
"I see you know how it works."
Soujirou smiled and rolled his eyes.  "If the laws are the same in Baiza as they are 

in Touscha, yes.  They claim anyone would rather be a slave than be homeless with no 
one to go to."

With a shake of his head, Katsu remarked darkly, "I wonder if any of the people 
who make laws like that have any idea what it's like to be either a slave or homeless.  
Anyway," he continued, "Sano always claimed he had an uncle somewhere, but we were 
kids... even if he wasn't making it up or remembering wrong, we didn't have much of a 
chance at finding the guy.  We were barely just staying alive."

"And given the choice between barely staying alive and slavery, what would you 
take?"

Katsu had to smile a little, wryly, as he answered.  "That isn't a fair question to ask 
me.  It may not look like much of a life I've got here, but compared to the horror stories 
I've heard from so many people--"  He cut himself short and turned wholly to his work as 
a guard went slowly by.

As soon as the grey figure was gone, Soujirou broke into protest with a skeptical 
smile: "Katsu, men like that rape you three or four times a week.  How can you say you 
have a better life than anyone?"

With a sighing laugh Katsu replied, "I can tell you came from a nice master who 
let you do things like not get raped, easy work, and keep up with national politics, so you 
obviously don't know what it's like for most slaves.  Sure, I'm a free whore, but I don't get 
beaten much, I don't get starved, I'm capable of the work I'm assigned, my ownership isn't 
going to change hands once every sixth months when my master gets tired of me...  Most 
of the slaves I meet here can't say any of that."

"But wouldn't you like to take a chance at finding a good master?"



"I don't want any master."  He said it more fiercely than he'd thought he would.  
"I'd take a chance at freedom -- nothing less."

"For some reason, that's exactly what I expected from you," Soujirou said 
thoughtfully.

Katsu turned to find the other slave regarding him with a pleased smile, and 
somehow felt like he'd just received a flattering compliment; he returned to his work 
unexpectedly gratified.

Sano never appeared.  Katsu hadn't really expected him to, after the first half hour, 
but couldn't stop watching for him.  Soujirou didn't miss this endless, worried impatience, 
and succeeded in distracting him from it yet again by asking sometime in the late 
afternoon completely out of the blue, "Is Sano your lover?"

"No!" said Katsu in surprise.  "No... we're really more like brothers."
And Soujirou nodded, still, of course, smiling.  Katsu spent the rest of the 

workday wondering why he'd wanted to know.
He was more anxious than usual to get back for dinner, as he anticipated answers 

there, good or bad, to the day's questions.  Soujirou hurried along at his side without a 
word as he strode through the twilight in that direction.

"Katsu!" Yahiko cried from where he waited on the mess hall porch.  He didn't 
shout anything further, as the door guard turned to glare at him just for the name.  As the 
two field-workers joined the boy where he stood, Yahiko said quietly, "Sano's not in 
there, and I haven't seen him."

"Neither have I," Katsu admitted.
"Do you think he's--"
"Are we eating tonight," the guard interrupted almost at a growl, "or having a 

party on the porch?"
At this insistence, they all turned reluctantly to enter the building.  Soujirou was 

inside and Katsu was just about to step through the doorway when Yahiko looked back 
over his shoulder, then hurled himself from Katsu's side with a cry of "Sano!!!"

Katsu whirled at the name to see Yahiko hugging the person in question, who 
looked as if he hadn't even known the kid was there until just now.  Sano's shoulder was 
bandaged, and other than that he seemed unharmed.

"Where the hell have you been?" Yahiko was demanding.
Sano hugged him back, looking to Katsu and then to the door guard.  "Come on," 

he said.  "I'm starving, so I'll tell you inside."  The armed man, though glowering, was 
looking simultaneously curious, so Sano continued over-loudly, "Some guard's gun went 
off and wounded me, so I got treated last night and worked in the wash-house today."  
And pulling Yahiko off him, he moved from the post-dusk darkness into the dimly-lit 
interior of the mess hall.

"What did he do?" Katsu asked immediately when they were inside and making 
their way across the crowded room.  Soujirou was already several spots ahead of them in 
the line, and gave a smile and a shrug when Katsu caught his eye.

"He did this," Sano was answering, pointing to the bandage on his shoulder.  
"Then he asked me a bunch of questions, mostly... about this place and the people here, 
and me..."

"But why didn't he..." Katsu began in a marveling whisper, cutting himself off 
before saying anything possibly incriminating in a crowded room.  "If he just wanted 
information, he could have gotten it from any other guard, or the staff."



Sano shook his head.  "I have no idea.  It was confusing as hell."  And, indeed, he 
had an air about him of underlying perplexity like Katsu had never seen.

Once they had their thick bread and thin soup, they made their way over to where 
Kaoru sat at the end of a bench saving places for them; Soujirou had found a spot across 
from her, and the two were conversing quietly.  Katsu still couldn't help but appreciate 
the concern Soujirou seemed to show for Kaoru.  She looked paler than usual this 
evening, but her unhappy face took on an amazingly relieved expression when she saw 
Sano.

"Hey, missie," the latter said softly as he took his seat beside her.
"I'm glad you're safe," she remarked.  "I was getting ready to go find that guard 

and beat him up."
Sano smiled.  "Getting some of your spirit back, I see," he said amusedly.  "But he 

really wasn't so bad."
"I missed what happened," Soujirou said with a smile of his own.  "What guard 

are we beating up?"
"The one Sano spent the night with," Katsu said quickly.  "His gun went off by 

accident, and you can see the result."  He jerked a thumb at his friend.
Sano took the hint that Soujirou was not in the know and added, "But it's really 

OK.  I get to work in the wash-house for a while instead of baking in the sun."
"The wash-house..." Soujirou said thoughtfully.  "So you've been doing laundry all 

day?  Please tell me they don't make you do it by hand."
"Nah, there's machines in there," Sano assured him.  "Just no dryers.  We gotta 

hang out all the clothes, with clothespins and everything, only it's inside so nobody steals 
'em, and the whole place smells like... well, wet laundry.  Then we take the dry stuff 
down and fold it and organize it by size in this huge wall of compartments.  It's boring as 
shit, and I was getting my ear talked off all day too."  He gave a slight chuckle at the end 
of this explanation, but Katsu thought his mind was not entirely on this conversation, that 
something was wrong.

"By those nice old ladies, right?" Kaoru asked, looking amused in her turn.
"Well, yeah, and there's some new girl too who just went on and on the whole 

day."  Sano started to reach up with his right hand, winced, and switched to his left to 
scratch his head.  "She wasn't actually talking to me, but it wasn't like I couldn't hear her."

"Oh, I think I know who you're talking about," Yahiko put in.  "I saw her the other 
day when they were assigning her -- the one with the long black braid?"

"Yeah, that's her."
"Well, I'm done," Soujirou declared suddenly, standing and stepping back over the 

bench, then looking down at Katsu.  "You coming?"
"You eat too fast," Katsu replied with a slight grin.  "We'll be there when we're 

done."
"OK."  Soujirou leaned over suddenly and kissed Katsu on the mouth before 

turning and walking away.
Katsu was speechless for a very long moment while that brief pressure seemed to 

linger teasingly, worrisomely on his lips and the others stared at him, their previous 
conversation entirely forgotten.

"Katsu..." Sano began in a worried tone.
"I..."
"Katsu, don't," Sano said.  "You know what'll happen."



"It was just unexpected, that's all!" Katsu protested.  "And he's only been here a 
couple days!  It's not like..."

"Yes, it is like," Kaoru contradicted.  "I can tell."
"You know what'll happen," Sano repeated darkly.  He did not add what Katsu 

knew he must be thinking: Don't make me watch another one of my friends go through 
that.

"It's nothing," Katsu assured them, especially Sano, attempting at the same time to 
assure himself of the same thing.  "Don't worry about me, OK?"  And he turned his full 
attention to eating as silence fell heavily among them.

Eventually they all finished, and with very few words rose together and left the 
hall -- each of them, from what Katsu could gather by furtive glances, pensive with a 
different emotion: Yahiko seemed to feel awkward at that last exchange, not knowing 
what to think or say on the subject; Kaoru appeared very sad, even paler than before and 
moving at a slow pace -- she understood better than anyone why Katsu should be careful; 
and Sano still looked confused, maybe a bit angry on top of it, and rather worried.

Katsu went to walk at his best friend's side.  "Are you all right?" he asked in a low 
tone.  "You seem..."  But he didn't quite know how to describe it.

"Yeah, I'm fine."  Katsu thought Sano's reply was a little absent.
"Are you sure?  That weird guard... did he rape you?"
"No..." Sano said slowly, thoughtfully.
"But..?"
"But nothing.  It was just strange and confusing is all."  Sano seemed to shake 

himself out of his reverie, for a few moments at least, long enough to reiterate his 
warning.  "You just worry about yourself and pretty boy over there."

"I told you, it's nothing," Katsu said with a slight frown.  "You notice I didn't tell 
him about last night."  OK, so that was a misleading statement, but if it made Sano feel 
better...

It appeared to.  "Yeah.  Good."  Sano had slowed, and now as Yahiko and Kaoru 
caught up with them he stopped walking entirely.  "I've got call tonight, so I'll see you all 
at showers tomorrow.  Well, except you," he added with an emotionless smile at Kaoru.  
"You I'll see at dinner."

Katsu shook his head sympathetically.  A barracks-call was going to be even 
worse than usual for Sano with a shoulder he could barely use.  "Good night," he said.

As the other two echoed the goodbye, Sano turned away in the direction of the 
guards' quarters while Katsu continued toward his own.  It was troublesome that so few of 
the questions he'd awakened with today had been answered... not only that, but a new and 
totally unexpected issue had come to light: on top of being worried still that the guard 
might report what they'd been trying to do, now he had to figure out whether Soujirou 
might not already have led him onto the road to heartbreak.



5
The blank door opened at his knock to reveal the equally blank face of the guard 

within.
"Hey," Sano greeted him, trying not to sound too unenthusiastic.  The guard 

gestured him inside without a word, then returned to the task of undressing in which Sano 
had apparently interrupted him.

There was always a tired, almost morbid curiosity in Sano's mind regarding the 
sexual organs of a good-looking guard that hadn't fucked him before, so he waited in 
watchful silence to find out how well this one was hung.  But for some reason, the man 
stopped at his boxers and turned to the slave.  "Sit there," he said in an emotionless tone, 
pointing not to the bed as Sano had expected but to the chair that every guard had in his 
room and few seemed actually to use.

"OK," he replied, obeying.
The man looked him over slowly, not a trace of what he was thinking evident on 

his face.  Finally, just when his scrutiny was beginning to make Sano a bit nervous, he 
spoke again.  "My name is Aoshi.  I expect you to do everything I say."

Sano nodded.  That was normal.
"You can sleep in that chair," Aoshi continued, reaching up and turning off the 

light.  "Just stay quiet."
Sano blinked.  That was not normal.  He opened his mouth to question as he heard 

the unmistakable sound of the guard getting into bed, then forbore.  It seemed as unwise 
to go against what Aoshi had just commanded as it seemed completely illogical for the 
guard to have called Sano here for no reason in the first place.

As he adjusted his position in the uncomfortable chair, his head was slowly 
starting to ache.  Up until twenty-four hours ago, his life had been so straightforward... he 
hadn't been confused about anything since Yahiko had tried to explain triangle geometry 
math to him a couple of months ago.  And now...

He'd spent the day trying to ignore both the pain in his shoulder as he worked and 
the chattering braid-girl, and the whole time a wheel of confusion had been endlessly 
turning, endlessly repeating, in his tired mind:

Why would a guard that was willing to shoot him casually through the shoulder, 
willing to prevent him escaping this whorehouse of a life, hesitate to fuck him, though 
obviously wanting to, just because he was hurt?  There was always the possibility that 
yellow-eyes found injuries or blood a turn-off, but he hadn't seemed the squeamish type 
to Sano... and otherwise, such consideration seemed so nice... or at least reasonable...

But wouldn't it also have been nice or at least reasonable to let him escape?  Or if 
he wasn't going to allow that, wouldn't it have made sense to turn them in like a normal 
guard would?  Well, some normal guards... Akamatsu wouldn't have turned his favorite 
sex toys in to be executed.  But yellow-eyes hadn't wanted sex.  No, even less 
comprehensibly, he had wanted it -- as if Sano couldn't tell after all these years when 
somebody did! -- just hadn't taken it.  It really didn't add up.

The answer, he thought, lay in that impossible promise.  But that was as easily 
decoded as the rest of the man's behavior.  Why wouldn't Sano regret it?  What lay in his 
future important enough that it was worth shooting him to be sure he was here for, and 
not turning him in to be sure he was alive to see?  Something that yellow-eyes knew 



about and would swear by, as if he, a mere guard, could personally guarantee it?  
Something better than freedom?  And why, if it seemed so offhandedly impossible, was 
Sano inclined to believe it?  He had no reason to trust the man, and several reasons to be 
suspicious of him...

But what exactly was there to suspect him of, when he'd done no worse than any 
other guard would have done, and in at least one respect better?  Maybe Sano just wanted 
to believe, because it was better than the despair he might have felt at having been 
thwarted three yards from escape.  But how could he believe something that he didn't 
even understand?

He started to sigh, but then, remembering his situation, restrained it.  Why the hell 
was he here, anyway?  Of course Aoshi probably had no idea that Sano had already had 
one inexplicably sex-free night in a guard's room and more than enough confusion for one 
week... but what in the world was the point of calling him here and then telling him to sit 
in a chair all night anyway?  Did that turn him on or something?

This was an unpleasant way to try to sleep.  Sano couldn't say he'd rather have 
been raped, and at least in this case it wasn't totally nonsensical -- as Aoshi had shown no 
signs of actually wanting him -- but still he could have done without additional strange 
behavior after last night.  For a few moments he toyed with the notion that there might be 
some connection between the two circumstances, but abandoned it when he couldn't 
come up with anything logical.  Of course, none of this was logical...

Aoshi had probably just changed his mind about finding Sano attractive.  But that 
wasn't logical either, for not only had no other guard ever done so (or at least bothered to 
tell him, or not fuck him, if they had), but wouldn't it also have made more sense to send 
Sano back to his quarters at this point?

If they'd been successful in escaping, Sano wouldn't have had to puzzle over 
Aoshi's behavior.  He wouldn't be desperately confused about anything.  He wouldn't be 
in quite so much pain; he wouldn't be brooding in the dark over, of all stupid things at 
this moment, whether he was becoming less attractive and was that good or bad? and he 
certainly wouldn't have a hole in his shoulder.  But, then, he wasn't going to regret all 
that.

Sitting like this really wasn't the best way to encourage his wound to heal, and 
besides, he'd love to spend a couple of nights with his friends just to keep an eye on 
things.  He restrained another sigh.  This timing...

He'd seen the attraction between Katsu and Soujirou yesterday, but hadn't really 
recognized it as such until today when Soujirou had startled him into looking back a little 
more critically.  And though he should trust his best friend not to make any stupid 
mistakes, Katsu seemed to be in denial about it.  Sano wasn't sure what there was to be 
done, especially as Soujirou was in their quarters, but he just couldn't let Katsu get 
attached to someone that was going to be sold in a month.  It was as much for his own 
sake as for Katsu's -- how could he watch another friend break and fade away?

Of course, if they'd managed to escape, that wouldn't have been a problem, now, 
would it?  They would be on their way to Touscha or something, and Soujirou would be 
forgotten.  Guess I'm not supposed to regret that, though, he reflected bitterly, 'cause you’
ve got something better than not watching my friend get hurt, right?

"Damn you," he whispered inadvertently.
In the darkness, Aoshi stirred, but whether he was actually awake and disturbed 

by Sano's comment, the slave could not tell.



With yet another stifled sigh, he rearranged himself again and wondered for the 
second night in a row if he was going to get any sleep.

This question was answered when for the second morning in a row he awoke to 
the siren alone in the room.  He groaned as he stood, for his shoulder was in agony.  
Today was a bathing day, and after that he thought he should go see the doctor again.  
He'd gone yesterday -- she'd taken a quick look, applied some desperately painful alcohol 
of some sort, and changed the bandages -- but he thought it was actually hurting more 
now than it had before.  "Thanks a lot, Aoshi," he grumbled.

The showers building adjoined the wash-house; it was a noisy, wet facility that 
always smelled of soap and mold and was a pain in the ass to clean if you happened to be 
assigned to it.  Sano usually enjoyed bathing, which only happened every three days, but 
today he was uncertain about what to expect.  What he found, though, wasn't too 
surprising.

"Good morning, Sano!"  Why did Soujirou have to be so damn cheerful?  
Especially when he was making no visible effort not to ogle Katsu??  The latter greeted 
him with a nod as Sano deliberately stood between them.  Sano couldn't help noticing that 
Katsu's glance strayed more often than not in Soujirou's direction as well.

Damn naked bathing was going to fuck everything up.  Sano couldn't help 
noticing also that Soujirou, though he finished cleaning up about twice as quickly as the 
others, stuck around for no apparent reason other than watching Katsu.  Of course Yahiko 
was relatively oblivious to what was going on, but even he could sense the tension, and 
didn't say much.

It was difficult for Sano to clean his shoulder without getting the bandages 
soaked, so he was doubly frustrated as well as in pain by the time he was finished.  Well, 
at least he knew what he needed to do.  Not that the doctor was likely to lessen the pain, 
and not that letting Soujirou know exactly how things had to be was likely to lessen the 
frustration... but it was better than nothing, wasn't it?

It was a relief when everyone was dressed again, and just as they were all leaving 
the building was Sano's moment.  "Soujirou."

The latter must have recognized the trouble in Sano's tone, for his smile was 
worried as he turned toward him.

Sano gestured him three steps back into the entryway, making sure Katsu and 
Yahiko were out the door before speaking.  "I like you, OK?  But you're exactly the kinda 
guy who's gonna get sold first the next time there's a dealer up here.  So I want you to 
leave Katsu alone.  See, I've already got one friend who's dying from being lonely.  I don't 
think I can handle two."

Soujirou nodded with a very serious expression.  "I understand.  All I can tell you 
is that you're going to have to trust me."

"What?" Sano glowered.
"Trust me," Soujirou reiterated.  "There's no way I'm letting Katsu get hurt."
The really strange thing was that with the way the guy said this, Sano had this 

uncanny urge to believe him.  That actually made him angrier.  "I don't know where you 
came from and what kind of freedom you had there, but around here you ain't in charge of 
whether or not someone else gets hurt.  There's no way you can promise not to let him get 
hurt and make it mean anything to me."

Soujirou's face did not change.  "I'm sorry, Sano," he said softly.  "You really are 
just going to have to trust me."  And with that he turned and walked away.



"Soujirou!" Sano growled.  "Who do you think you are?  Dammit, Soujirou, come 
back here!"

When he did not find his order obeyed, Sano ran out the door after him.  He came 
up short just outside, though, finding Katsu there and Soujirou standing with him.  Well, 
it was no good continuing now; it would only start a fight for which he had neither the 
energy nor the heart.  He merely let out an angry breath and hastened heavily away.

Katsu watched him head off toward the other side of the building with a frown, 
his heart heavy.  He'd heard everything that had just been said; he wasn't sure Sano had 
even attempted to keep it from his ears.  And now he found he couldn't quite turn toward 
Soujirou.

"Let's go," the latter said, taking a few steps in the direction of the fields.
The long-haired slave was torn between following Sano and following Soujirou.  

It didn't help that either choice would end in awkwardness.  He just didn't know how he 
felt about this.  On the one hand, he perfectly understood Sano's reasoning and 
appreciated his concern; on the other, he also perfectly understood how things worked 
around here and wished Sano would have a little more faith in him.  He wasn't sure where 
the fact that he did like Soujirou fit in...

Finally, with an unhappy shake of his head, he joined Soujirou.
"I'm sorry if I've made things difficult for you," the latter said after several silent 

paces.
Katsu sighed.  "It's OK.  Sano always gets -- Sano and I both always get pretty 

protective of each other."
"I do like you a lot, you know," Soujirou smiled over at him.
Was it a good or a bad sign that this made Katsu's insides feel so damn warm?  He 

cleared his throat.  "That's kind of... sudden."
"We're slaves," Soujirou replied.  "We don't have the luxury of taking a long time 

to fall in love."
"Sano's right, though... you're sure to get sold after harvest.  Not falling in love at 

all is a better option."
"And if we could escape?"
Katsu had to laugh, bitterly, at this unexpected and absurd question.  "Don't you 

start with that too.  It doesn't work.  Period."
With a return of that careful tone that suggested he wanted to know but wasn't 

going to push too hard for it, Soujirou remarked questioningly, "You've had some kind of 
personal experience with that."

Not sure he'd rather be discussing this than the philosophy of romantic attachment 
between slaves, Katsu was silent until they were safely working and he could make a 
reply with his back to Soujirou and no guards immediately present.

"When Sano and I first came here, we didn't want to trust anyone.  We'd been on 
the streets with only each other for so long...  We were miserable and scared and didn't 
know what was going to happen to us, and we had this attitude that anyone around us was 
out to make things worse for us somehow.  But there was this man in our quarters named 
Souzou...  He was just a slave like everyone else; I think he was from West Sorrat, and 
he'd been a slave all his life like most people... he wasn't better educated than anyone 
else... didn't have any particular abilities more than the rest of them..."  Katsu trailed off 
with a slight shrug, feeling the ache that always accompanied this subject and surprised 
he'd even managed to get this far.



"But he was special somehow," Soujirou prompted after a few moments, "right?"
"Yeah."  Katsu struggled to continue.  "He didn't seem like a slave.  When you 

were around him, you didn't get the sense that he belonged to someone, that his whole life 
had to be directed by a master of some kind.  It was like he was a free man who was 
putting up with slavery, for now, for some very good reason of his own.  It wasn't 
anything he said or did; it was just the way he was.  Of course we couldn't stay away from 
a guy like that."

"Of course," Soujirou echoed.  "And he gave you the same attitude."
"You think so?"
"You and Sano don't seem so much like slaves either, you know."
Katsu smiled faintly.  "I don't know if that's because of Souzou or just because 

we've been here so long.  We're practically part of the staff these days."
"True," admitted Soujirou.  "But go on."
"Well, Souzou sort of took us in.  He was like a father, almost, though as old as 

we were it really would be more like an older brother, I think.  He helped us adjust, made 
us feel like part of a family with him and his friends.  You wouldn't think you'd want to 
feel like part of a family at a place like this, but it turns out it's better than feeling like 
everyone you see is out to get you.  Anyway he was better family than anything Sano or I 
had had, and we loved him like we were really related to him.  We weren't the only ones, 
either."

Soujirou maintained a patient, anticipatory silence.
"Eventually," Katsu continued, steeling himself for the rest of the account, "he and 

some of the other adults started making plans to escape.  A lot of them were thinking 
what you were talking about the other day: if there was some kind of mass break-out, the 
governments wouldn't be able to ignore the issue anymore, or people would speak out 
against slavery, or something.  A lot of the people in the quarters were going to go along 
with it, and it seemed like it was going to work pretty well... until we got near the main 
entrance and..."  Even if a guard hadn't passed by at that very moment, Katsu would not 
have been able to articulate the rest of those events.

"So you were actually there," Soujirou marveled pityingly, quietly.  "When you 
said before that almost everyone involved was killed, I guessed it must have been 
somebody close to you, but..."

"Yeah, we got to watch."  Katsu wondered if this pain lingered so much because 
of that -- the first and most traumatizing event in his life -- more than any other reason.  
He couldn't say another word for a while, and Soujirou did not make any further inquiries.

"The only reason we survived," continued Katsu at last, figuring he might as well 
finish the story, "is that Souzou sent us off into the trees when he realized what was about 
to happen.  We didn't want to go -- Sano especially didn't want to leave him -- but what 
could a couple of kids do?  It would probably have been better if Souzou hadn't let us 
come along in the first place."  He added quietly, "Or maybe if we'd been shot along with 
him."

"You don't really think so," Soujirou answered immediately in the same quiet 
tone.  "You don't really think you'd be better off dead, or you wouldn't be here."

At this assessment Katsu gave a wry smile.  "I can't say that for sure.  It's possible 
I just never thought about it enough to know one way or another."

"Or maybe you live for people like Kaoru and Yahiko."



This idea was a slight surprise that Katsu had to ponder for a while.  And into his 
thoughtful silence Soujirou continued, "Because you must realize that you're doing the 
same thing for Yahiko that that man did for you..."

Right down to trying to escape and getting shot, even.  But things had gone better 
for them than they had for Souzou; did that mean there was more hope for Yahiko?  It 
was a fanciful idea that smacked of some kind of silly karmic theory or other, and yet it 
was, strangely enough, vaguely comforting.

"Maybe," Katsu admitted with a smile as he continued working in an oddly 
improved mood.  "Maybe."



6
Sano beat his friends to the mess hall by several minutes, and was already eating 

by the time Katsu, Kaoru, and Soujirou sat down around him.
"What's wrong?" asked Katsu immediately.
Sano glowered.  "I ran into that guard again."
"That does happen sometimes with people who work here," Katsu replied 

carefully.
But Sano was no in mood for caution.  "He asked me how my shoulder was!"
"So?" wondered Kaoru.
Unsure why his companions were not getting it, "He's messing with me!" Sano 

explained in irritation.  "How can he shoot me and then confuse the hell out of me and 
then ask me how I am?!"

"How did he confuse you?" Soujirou inquired.  Sano had forgotten that the 
newcomer didn't know all the details.

Sparing Sano the trouble of answering, Yahiko joined them just then with the 
announcement, "I have a great idea!"  Making no objection to the subject change, Sano 
sat back and brooded in silence as the kid detailed his latest escape plot.

But as Soujirou began again systematically to shoot him down with a smile 
(though Yahiko seemed to have thought it through better this time, and was putting up 
more of a fight), Katsu leaned over to Sano and murmured, "I think you're worrying too 
much about this."

"No, I'm not!" Sano protested.  "I can't tell if he's threatening me or what!"  His 
voice dropped to a quiet, intense hiss.  "He said he wasn't going to turn us in, asked me a 
hundred questions he could have found out the answers from anyone, and said he wasn't 
going to fuck me because I was hurt.  Then he shows up in the wash-house like he's 
coming specifically to ask about my shoulder, and gives me this look like I think he still 
wants me, but..."

"Oh, god, Sano, is it the sex thing that's bothering you?" Katsu demanded 
incredulously.

"It's everything about him!" replied Sano vehemently.  After a moment he added, 
"Still, though, when was the last time a guard took you to his room and then didn't fuck 
you?"

"He's probably planning to wait until your shoulder's better and then do it."
"But it doesn't make sense!  Nothing he did makes sense!"
"I'm not saying I don't see your point... there's just nothing you can do about it.  If 

you keep worrying, it's just going to drive you crazy."
"Maybe it already has," Sano muttered.  "But I don't think I can just let it go when 

the guy knows..."
"That puts the ball in his court," Katsu replied firmly.  "You're just going to have 

to wait for whatever he wants to do.  You can't go harassing a guard."
Sano really had nothing more to say.  Despite the soundness of this 

admonishment, he wasn't sure Katsu was right -- but at the same time, what could he do 
to press the issue, to find out anything more than he already knew?  The answer to that 
was obvious, and the next question was whether Sano would rather pursue peace of mind 
by taking potentially life-threatening chances or a good friend's concerned and reasonable 



advice.  At the moment he was leaning toward the life-threatening chances, but it took a 
while for him to decide.

It was one of those rare nights when both he and Katsu got to sleep in their own 
cots in their own quarters and not get fucked by anyone.  With Soujirou around and also 
without barracks-call, the occurrence was that much more unusual.  And though Sano 
would never actually wish the guards' attentions on his friends, it was a bit of an 
unfortunate coincidence, as their presence could only weaken his resolve and Katsu 
specifically was sure to object.

But though Katsu might be able to talk him out of it, he couldn't stop him if Sano 
had a head start...

The quarter-warden hadn't closed the doors yet, as usual, letting the cooler air into 
the consistently-uncomfortable building, but she had already done her nightly count -- 
'inventory,' she called it -- after which it was very difficult to convince her that you had 
barracks-call: you'd be late by then, and few slaves were stupid or absent-minded enough 
to keep a horny guard waiting.  Sano was debating now whether it would be better to tell 
her he had call and risk her not believing him (and keeping a closer eye on things for the 
rest of their awake time), or to attempt sneaking out (which would have worse 
consequences if he were caught).  Either option had its advantages in keeping Katsu from 
following him with dissuading logic.

Presently the decision became easier when the conversation among his friends 
turned simultaneously lively and exclusive of him just when the warden had stepped into 
the next room.  There was no time for further consideration; Sano rose quietly, glad he 
wasn't sitting in the middle of the group, and slipped out the door.

Hurrying up the hill toward the barracks, he only looked back once.  Though 
nobody followed, he still felt nervous.  Well, of course he felt nervous: he was sneaking 
out to pay an unsolicited visit to a man that could bring about his death in a variety of 
ways and didn't seem to have any logical reason not to have done so already.

And this was his door...
His knock was answered immediately, yellow-eyes was staring down at him, and 

suddenly Sano had no idea what to say.  Katsu had been right, of course: deliberately 
seeking out a guard with the idea of demanding anything was phenomenally stupid.

The man's expression slowly turned skeptical as Sano continued to say nothing, 
until finally he stepped aside and gestured the slave to come in.  Closing the door he 
remarked, "I don't recall inviting you here."

"You didn't invite me the other night either," was all Sano could come up with.
The guard nodded as he bent and continued to untie his half-unlaced boots.
Sano watched uncertainly for a moment, then took a deep breath.  "Look.  I wanna 

know..."  What did he want to know?  Everything.  How to ask was the more difficult 
part.  "Who are you?" he finished lamely.

The guard glanced at him a little skeptically as he set his shoes aside and began to 
unbutton his heavy grey shirt.  "I believe I answered that one last time."

Sano was heartened by the casualness of this response, and retorted, "You didn't 
do a very good job."

Curtly drawing his gun, the guard startled Sano into stepping hastily back with a 
racing heart and a hot rush of fear.  But yellow-eyes was merely putting the weapon away 
in the safe, it seemed.  Still, the awareness that Sano shouldn't push his luck was 
reinforced by the action; this man had shot him once without blinking, after all.



But he'd come to get answers.  "You're not a normal guard."
"Thank you," yellow-eyes replied, laying his shirt over the back of the chair to his 

right.  "Get in the bed."
The strange sensation Sano had felt in the pit of his stomach the last time he'd 

talked to this guard abruptly returned.  "I didn't come here to sleep with you," he said 
hoarsely.

"It's past curfew," the guard replied, removing his belt to lay it also on the chair 
and seating himself on the bed.  "You can't go back to your quarters now."

Sano couldn't argue with that point.  "Not without getting in trouble, anyway," he 
muttered, going to the other side of the bed.  At least yellow-eyes was on the left this 
time, which meant Sano could lie on his good shoulder and not face the man.  And maybe 
he could yet obtain some answers.

But as he was removing, slowly and painstakingly, his own dirty shirt and tossing 
it onto the floor, very conscious of the presence close at his back, yellow-eyes questioned, 
"What kind of punishment is usual here?"  And he reached up to turn off the light.

Sano pulled back the blankets and lay down as close to the mattress' edge as he 
could.  "Why do you want to know?"  He was braver in the dark, but only for half a 
second --

For as the guard settled down beside him and replied, "I asked first," Sano could 
feel the words almost in his ear, and the man's warmth just behind him, partly against 
him.

His heart was pounding, and that feeling in his stomach was steadily increasing.  
Uncomfortably he hastened to answer.  "It depends on who's giving it, what you did, what 
time it is, shit like that.  Some guards'll just smack you around some; some of 'em'll drag 
you into a corner and make you give 'em a blow job or something.  If it's staff, quarter-
warden or something, you'll probably end up with some really shitty cleaning project you 
have to get done along with your regular work."

"And what if you've done something more serious than just breaking curfew?"
"Still depends.  If it's not bad enough to kill you over, you might end up in solitary 

for a while.  They don't feed you much in there, and you get beat a lot."
Yellow-eyes was silent, and the air was tense.  Still, Sano interpreted the quiet to 

mean that it was his turn.  "So, why'd you want to know?"
"I'm calculating how much I've saved you from," came the reply.
"Saved me?!" wondered the slave angrily.  "You fucking shot me!"
"You wouldn't have survived long enough out there to get to any country.  I saved 

your life."
"What kinda life is this?  And how do you know I wouldn't have survived?"
"Didn't Souzou's experience teach you not to put faith in escape attempts?"
Startled, Sano couldn't reply for a few moments.  Finally he asked in a near-

whisper, "How do you know about him?"
"You're not the only one who was here back then," yellow-eyes answered.
Sano was wordless, baffled.  Who besides him and Katsu was left from that time?  

Some member of the staff, no doubt... but who could it be?  And if the guard was getting 
detailed information from that person, what need was there to question Sano?  But while 
this would probably have been the perfect moment to inquire about that, the unexpected 
mention of Souzou's name had thrown him drastically off balance.



It had been so long, and he still couldn't help but be deeply disturbed by the 
thoughts of those events.  But, then, he'd long known that time didn't move the same for 
him as it did for others.  Sometimes -- not often -- he almost wished he were just a normal 
slave.  Might not that be a better life than stagnating in painful memory?  But if he was 
going to wish for anything, he might as well wish for freedom.  Or...

"You could at least have let me die like him," he whispered.
"I saw no need for you to die," yellow-eyes replied immediately.
"There was no need for him to die either, but at least he got away from here..."
"If you wanted to be like him in that sense, you wouldn't be here."
"If you hadn't stopped me, I wouldn't be here."
"True."
And finally Sano managed to ask the question he most wanted answered: "Why 

won't I regret that?"
"Because I won't allow it."
Sano laughed bitterly.  "What if I'm already regretting it?"
"Then you need to be distracted."  Suddenly the man's arm had crept over his body 

to run fingers across his chest.
Sano's breath caught in his throat, his shoulder throbbed, and his stomach 

twisted... and, oddly enough, none of these necessarily in an unpleasant way.  "So you're 
gonna actually fuck me this time?"

The guard had shifted so he was pressed fully against Sano's back, and now 
replied in the slave's ear, "Do you want me to?"

"No," Sano gasped as the man's hand slid into his pants, but he wouldn't have 
been surprised if yellow-eyes hadn't heard him at all.  And as the guard began stroking 
him, he didn't think he had the ability to reiterate his negative.  The last time he'd gotten 
an erection without having to concentrate on doing so was... he couldn't remember...  Had 
a guard's touch ever done it before?  He didn't think so...

He knew he shouldn't let the man's overtly-stated intention of distracting him be 
fulfilled, but the unusual sensation of being deliberately pleasured by somebody else was 
too overwhelming.  And as yellow-eyes, who seemed unfairly good at this (though what 
did Sano know?), wasn't in any hurry to finish him off, there was plenty of time for Sano 
to lose track of everything except the skilled fingers working him toward orgasm, and to 
forget everything he'd come here intending to find out.

While all this was going on, Katsu, who might otherwise have prevented it, found 
himself equally distracted.  Having emerged from the building too late to stop or even 
catch sight of the missing Sano, he spent a moment contemplating the relative merits of 
chasing his reckless friend versus sneaking back inside before the quarter-warden closed 
the doors.

"Katsu, what's happening?"  Soujirou had followed him.
"Sano's being stupid," Katsu sighed.
"I heard some of what you were saying... he's having trouble with a guard, right?"
Katsu nodded.  "The guy who shot him the other night was unusually nice to him, 

that's all.  Sano doesn't know how to deal with people being nice when he doesn't expect 
it."  Hell, who did?

"Maybe this is a good way for him to learn, then."
"Bothering a guard isn't a good way to do anything except get yourself in trouble."



"Is the guard likely to do anything worse to Sano because of it than he would do 
anyway, though?  Or, if he's nice..."

"I don't know that he is; I've never talked to him."  Though his tone was still grim, 
Katsu's tension was draining.  Soujirou made a very good point: what could the guard do 
to Sano at this point that was any worse than what they were already fearing might 
happen?  Hell, maybe the guy would fuck Sano for his trouble, and Sano's confusion 
would end.  Not that Katsu would ever really wish that on his friend.

"Hey," Soujirou said softly, breaking Katsu from his thoughts.  "I'm sure it'll be all 
right.  Who knows better than Sano how things work around here?"

"I do," Katsu replied wryly, "and I'm the one who's worried."
Soujirou put his hand on Katsu's shoulder, drawing his gaze.  "It'll be fine," he 

reiterated, leaning up and kissing Katsu briefly.
The latter watched the blue eyes as they drew back.  He wasn't sure why, but 

somehow when Soujirou said things like that, Katsu was inclined to believe it.  "I hope 
you're right," he said in a lighter tone, looking back in the direction of the guard barracks.  
I hope you find some answers, he told Sano silently.

Soujirou said his name suddenly, and on turning Katsu found himself locked in a 
longer and much more intense kiss.  And perhaps it was not the best display of friendly 
loyalty, but with Soujirou's soft lips against his, he couldn't stay worried for long.

The younger slave's arms slid around Katsu's back to pull them closer together, 
and even in the warm summer night the heat of proximity was not unpleasant.  Katsu 
laced his fingers though Soujirou's hair and savored the feeling of the other's body against 
his.

And then the voice he hated most in the entire world spoke from several yards 
away: "Nothing I like better'n slaves sneaking out of their quarters at night to fuck."  
Akamatsu was approaching swiftly as he said this, opening his pants.  "Don't mind me, 
guys," he grinned licentiously as he halted.

Katsu tried to keep what would have been a very detrimental expression of horror 
off his face.  He couldn't say he was surprised at this turn of events -- standing around 
outside carelessly kissing another slave could bring only a few results -- but was 
vehemently cursing his luck and foolishness.

Soujirou did not appear any better pleased at the prospect of providing this kind of 
entertainment for a third party, but after a moment his visage hardened in determination 
and he put his mouth to Katsu's ear.  "Looks like we have no choice; might as well make 
the best of it."

"We can't do this..."  If he'd had time to explain, he would have had more 
objections than just the audience.  He'd never had a relationship, because he hadn't 
wanted to find himself in Kaoru's situation or that of those he'd known before her... and 
the fact that something about Soujirou was more intensely attractive than anything he'd 
ever felt from anyone else he might have liked was all the more reason to want to do 
things right... if there was a right way for one slave to get involved with another that was 
likely to be sold away from him within a few weeks.  And he wasn't sure he knew how to 
have sex the right way, the way where both parties supposedly enjoyed it.

Soujirou said very seriously, almost as if reading more than one of these 
objections in Katsu's few words, "You won't regret it if I enjoy it, though?"



"But, in front of him?" Katsu murmured, aghast.  It wasn't as if he'd never done 
anything like this in front of a guard before -- indeed, this guard -- but he assumed 
Soujirou really hadn't.

"Just pretend he's not there."
"I don't know if I can."
Akamatsu's impatient tone broke into their debate.  "Are you guys gonna get on 

with it, or do you need my help?"
Katsu was not about to answer that out loud.  Slowly he drew Soujirou to him 

once more and wondered not only whether he could do as he was urged -- ignore the 
guard and enjoy this -- but what kind of animal it would make him if he did.  Most likely, 
merely more the kind he already was.  He tried to console himself, to placate his 
conscience, by reflecting that this was probably better, at least, than either of them having 
Akamatsu's attention solely on himself... but in the end the most placating circumstance 
arose from his body, not his mind.

It was some time -- indeed, it was about the middle of the night -- before they 
went back inside their quarters.  That they were going to be unusually tired tomorrow was 
the least of Katsu's concerns.
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Supper was very hushed the next day, but the nuances of the wordlessness were 

eluding Katsu.  They'd had to rouse the warden to let them back into the quarters last 
night; she'd not been quiet in her wrath and assignment of punishment -- it didn't help that 
she found distasteful the activities they'd fairly obviously been engaged in outside -- so 
Yahiko and Kaoru knew.

Kaoru was very disappointed; she seemed to think Katsu should have been 
stronger than that against temptation.  She'd worked alongside him and Soujirou 
throughout most of the nearly-silent day, unhappy and without enough energy for the 
annoyance she might otherwise have displayed.  Katsu hadn't bothered to explain that 
Akamatsu had encouraged them into it, given that he wasn't entirely sure something 
similar wouldn't have happened without the guard's help.

Yahiko was uncomfortable with anything sexual, being at the age where such 
things were still relatively null in his mind, but, simultaneously, living in an environment 
where it was present around him at most times and where he also had to worry that he 
might be growing into a more attractive young man than was good for him.  He 
understood fairly well the potential dangers of involvement with another slave, having 
seen Kaoru's symptoms as plainly as the rest of them, but evidently didn't feel qualified to 
discuss the matter.

How much Sano deduced by the atmosphere among them Katsu couldn't tell.  
He'd never come back yesterday, so presumably he'd spend the night with that guard 
again.  And whatever had occurred between them didn't seem to have improved the 
situation, for Sano was even more broody and tense than before.  Whether this 
preoccupation extended so far as to keep him from noticing that Kaoru was sad and 
disapproving, Yahiko silent and embarrassed, and that Soujirou couldn't look at Katsu 
without his smile turning all silly, there was no way to tell.

Not knowing exactly what his own opinion about last night was, Katsu didn't feel 
up to trying to make conversation, and the meal proceeded without much comfort.  He 
also couldn't decide whether or not he wanted to ask Sano about the outcome of the ill-
thought venture, whether it had accomplished anything more than getting friends in 
trouble: such a discussion would undoubtedly lead to what Katsu and Soujirou had gotten 
in trouble for, and why they'd been out after the door was locked... he feared Akamatsu's 
involvement wouldn't entirely avert Sano's protectiveness and worry.  Yet Sano was sure 
to find out sooner or later, and, for all Katsu's engrossment in his own situation, he was 
concerned enough about Sano's not to want to wait.

 Kaoru had hardly any appetite, and walked heavily and slowly away with Yahiko 
after not too long.  This didn't help the tension much, but, as Katsu thought it would be 
best to question Sano with less of an audience, he didn't complain.  Once the two of them 
were done eating (Soujirou, of course, having finished before anyone else, as usual), they 
all rose and left the building wordlessly.  Katsu found that Sano turned immediately 
toward the guard barracks outside the door.

"You're going back to him?" he asked without thinking.
Sano stopped and turned.  Soujirou, almost as if Katsu had specifically requested 

it, did not halt, but walked on a few paces, giving the two of them almost complete 
privacy.  Sano sighed and said, "No... the other confusing guy."



"The othe-- oh, the one who had you sit in a chair the other night?"
"Yeah.  I don't know what the hell he wants me up there again for."
With a shake of his head and a shrug Katsu changed the subject.  "So what 

happened last night?"
Sano scowled, and at first it seemed he wasn't going to answer at all.  This was not 

a good sign.  Finally he said, "Not much.  He asked me more questions..."
"And then...?"
"And then he jacked me off."
This, Katsu had to admit, was strange... but he was sure Sano was making more of 

it than it merited.  "Why?" he asked.
"I don't know!" Sano exploded.  "I don't understand one fucking thing he's done!"
Katsu shook his head again.  "Neither do I... and I also don't understand why 

you're complaining when it's better than what you're used to."
"I'm not used to being confused," Sano insisted heatedly.  "I'm not used to--"
And just then Soujirou called out, "Katsu, don't forget we need to scrub the 

bathrooms!"
The conversation was derailed and Sano was frowning at him.  "Why do you guys 

have to scrub the bathrooms?"
It was Katsu's turn to sigh, and Sano's frown grew; evidently he hadn't gone 

through dinner time completely oblivious.  "Last night I went outside after you, and he 
followed... then Akamatsu showed up and demanded some slave porn.  We didn't get 
back in for a while."

The expression on Sano's face was disturbing.  He obviously didn't know what to 
say, or probably what to feel.  Finally he forced a very unconvincing grin and said, "Better 
than that bastard doing you himself, right?"

Katsu, miserable at his friend's concern -- all the more because it was perfectly 
justified -- seized him by his good shoulder.  "Look, I don't want you to worry yourself to 
death about me when you're already driving yourself crazy over some guard who's 
suddenly decided you're his boyfriend."

"It's not that I--"
"I know exactly why you're worried," Katsu broke in, "and I appreciate it.  But 

you're going to have to trust me to take care of myself, OK?  I'm not going to... I'm not 
going to fall in love with him and waste away and abandon you.  I promise."  And he 
shook Sano slightly.

Sano took a deep breath as if steeling himself.  "OK."  He didn't sound entirely 
convinced, but he did make a brave attempt to smile.

"I won't let you down."
Sano nodded.
"I've gotta go scrub toilets.  Good luck with that weirdo."
"Have fun," Sano said, with another gratifying effort at greater cheer.  He turned 

and walked away.  Katsu watched him for several moments with a heart in turmoil.
"Everything OK?" Soujirou asked in what seemed a deliberately casual tone as 

they started toward their quarters again.
"Relatively speaking," was Katsu's dry reply.
"I don't want this to come between you guys," Soujirou said softly.
"I don't know that there is a 'this,'" answered Katsu just as quietly.
Soujirou nodded his understanding, his smile wan.



It wasn't long before, armed with old and somewhat ragged scrub-brushes and 
diluted but still foul-smelling tile cleaner, they were sequestered in the first bathroom.  
There were two bathrooms, of course, at the back of the building, connected by a door 
that was usually locked; tonight they had they key so they could detail clean both sides 
without bothering the other slaves, and easily vacate the women's half when someone 
needed to use it.  Having a key to anything was an unusual amount of responsibility, but 
this was not exactly consoling.

As they went at the streaked, disheveled sinks with less than perfect vigor, a 
somewhat awkward silence hung in the air; the last exchange they'd had outside was just 
as palpable between them.  Katsu wasn't sure it was a good idea to say anything; doing so 
might give rise to expectations or even assumptions he didn't want to encourage -- in both 
of them.  But at the same time, he couldn't just say nothing... because neither did he want 
to promote the idea that there wasn't anything between them.

Finally, "So how much of this type of work did you have to do with your old 
master?"  He gestured at the brush in his hand.  He thought this was a fairly safe topic.

"Some," Soujirou shrugged.  "More towards the end when he was selling the 
others.  I can't say I like it very much."

Katsu gave him a skeptical smile.  "Does anyone?"
"Well," Soujirou pondered, "I think it wouldn't be so bad if it were my bathroom."
Katsu had to smile again.  "So you do want freedom."
Mimicking Katsu's skeptical expression of a moment before, Soujirou wondered, 

"Doesn't everyone?"
"You and that smile could fool anyone.  You seem like you're happy all the time 

no matter what."
Soujirou laughed.  "I guess I'm just an optimist."
"You've been pretty optimistically shooting down all of Yahiko's escape plans," 

Katsu pointed out, still quizzical.
"Even an optimist can be practical!" Soujirou protested.  "I wouldn't want to try 

anything stupid, but I'm always sure things will get better somehow."
"Somehow, sure," replied Katsu darkly.  "It won't be because of anything you did, 

though; it'll still be someone else making changes in your life.  Someone doing you a 
favor, or you being in the right place at the right time."

Soujirou considered this and nodded slowly.  "You're right; a slave's happiness 
isn't the same as a free man's happiness..."  Not surprisingly, he broke into another smile.  
"Either way, I'm still usually pretty happy."

Katsu experienced an abrupt clenching in his heart at this.  He had to admit, he 
couldn't understand the concept of practical optimism... and whether what he felt now 
was more worry for the moment of Soujirou's disillusionment or a hopeless desire to 
share in the sanguine attitude, he could not tell.  So much for a safe topic.

The conversation lapsed as they each attacked one of the two toilets with quiet 
sighs.

"Come look at this," Soujirou said suddenly, after several minutes.  "It won't come 
off, and I swear it's moving."

Katsu joined him in the next stall, and, both of them on their knees, they 
scrutinized the spot on the toilet Soujirou indicated.  It was faintly green with bright 
orange blobs, and it did almost seem to be pulsing on the slick porcelain as they looked at 
it.



"Watch," Soujirou advised, and, bending down, scrubbed at it hard.  When he 
pulled his brush away, the stain had undergone no change; indeed, it had quite possibly 
become more pronounced.  He gave a helpless laugh.  "It looks like an octopus having 
spasms."

Katsu, who only vaguely knew what an octopus was, peered more closely and 
replied, "Or a dancing spider."

"It's an indestructible toilet monster!"
Katsu chucked; then, sitting back up, found himself very close to Soujirou.
The latter had opened his mouth to say something more, but refrained as they 

were suddenly staring into each other's eyes.  Katsu wondered why he felt like he'd never 
seen that precise shade of blue before.  Some silly reason, no doubt.

Hands clammy with tile cleaner sought each other as their lips met almost 
desperately, and they were kneeling next to a toilet and the smell was unpleasant and 
they'd just been discussing some kind of fungal discoloration and it was about as far from 
romantic as anything he could imagine and Katsu could not stop.  His hands were moving 
to Soujirou's body, trying futilely to pull him closer or at least to feel as much of him as 
possible.  Soujirou's were likewise engaged.

And then came the unmistakable sound of the door opening.
They jerked apart and scrambled up.  The girl that had entered was looking 

curiously at the open door into the other bathroom, and gasped when they emerged from 
the far stall.

"Sorry," Soujirou smiled a little breathlessly.  "We're cleaning the bathrooms; 
we'll step out."  As he grabbed Katsu's arm and they hastened through the door, the girl 
nodded her comprehension.  She didn't appear any too sympathetic, and Katsu assumed 
she'd been awakened last night, as many had, by the quarter-warden yelling at them.

He swung the door closed and leaned against it, and presently found his 
companion leaning against him looking up into his face.  Soujirou didn't say anything, 
only smiled.

Katsu sighed, but also didn't really have anything to say.  Actually, there wasn't 
much to do other than kiss him again and not let go until they heard the girl exiting the 
other side.

Sano's night, not surprisingly, involved a good deal less scrubbing, but also a good 
deal less kissing.  Which he would have considered himself happier to forego, under the 
circumstances, was a matter of question.

Aoshi responded immediately to the knock, and ushered him in without a word.  
Once the door was shut, Sano found his entire figure the subject of the guard's intense, 
silent scrutiny.  For several moments the cold eyes roved over him, and Sano was actually 
a little startled when Aoshi spoke.  "Take off your clothes."

Sano did as he was told, wondering if this night would end up a little more normal 
than the last one had.  But he found when naked that Aoshi was still doing nothing more 
than staring.  It almost seemed he was looking for something.  After what felt like a very 
long time, and without giving any hint at what he was thinking, Aoshi turned.  "Sleep in 
the chair.  Put your clothes back on if you want."  Sano opened his mouth.  "And keep 
quiet."

A little annoyed, Sano began pulling on his pants as darkness fell and he heard 
Aoshi getting into bed.  He fumbled his way to the chair and sat down.



Here we go with another comfortable night, he grumbled silently.  Way to make 
sense again.  What the hell was wrong with this guy?  It was almost like he was 
punishing Sano for something.  This was just like the other night, only everything he was 
sitting here contemplating had escalated since then.  Stupid fucking guards.

"...some guard who's suddenly decided you're his boyfriend..."
Sano just didn't want to think about any of it.  He was very close to wishing he 

were in some normal guard's room, so at least he might have something to distract 
himself.  Some guard that didn't pretend not to want him or pretend to want him and not 
fuck him either way and what the hell did it mean?!

Then a new theory struck him, and he stared through the darkness to where he 
knew Aoshi lay.  I bet... he considered slowly, and a slight grin spread across his face.  
Bet 'e can't get it up.  He's hauling me in here and doin' his best, but even I can't do it for 
him.

Maybe it was the stress he'd been under lately, or maybe it was because this 
explanation lessened the burden of confusion on his mind, but somehow, the more Sano 
thought about the theory, the funnier he found it -- until he had his head laid against the 
back of the chair and tears leaking from his eyes in silent laughter, and drawing breath 
quietly was difficult.  He can't get it up, and sending me back to quarters would be good 
as admitting he couldn't... so he keeps me here in the chair and goes to sleep all 
frustrated.

He hadn't expected to find any relief here tonight, but after not too long was 
falling asleep in a much better mood.
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Days passed with no more perturbing guard-related events than sitting twice in 

Aoshi's chair and being checked on fairly routinely by yellow-eyes.  Though he still 
wanted answers, Sano was, somewhat against his will, beginning to get used to this.  
Aoshi's strange behavior kept him out of random beds on at least those nights, anyway; 
and constant confusion, while not technically pleasant, was technically better than his 
interaction with most guards.

The one disconcerting moment of the week (guard-related, that is) was when 
yellow-eyes, 'coincidentally' encountering him yet again, asked whether he had barracks-
call that night.  Sano's eyes flew instantly to the man's hand, currently holding a cigarette, 
his thoughts to the feeling of that hand touching him, and that same strange twisting 
sensation in his stomach kept him for a moment from answering.  Was the guy giving in?  
Had he actually decided to fuck Sano?  It didn't matter, since Sano did have a call for that 
night, but he spent the day in renewed mystification.

Katsu was no help at all, for a few reasons.  First, Sano had yet to hear from 
coordination and was still separated from his friends during the days as he did laundry 
and they worked the fields.  Second, Katsu still thought Sano was making too much of 
this, and from a logical standpoint Sano couldn't even argue.  Third, there was still 
Soujirou.  Sano wasn't sure how, but he was certain the two of them were finding 
opportunities to be alone and... do whatever.  What disturbed him most was how cheerful 
this made Katsu.  Increased happiness on the part of any of his companions would, of 
course, normally be a good thing, but here he feared it meant that Katsu was falling more 
and more for the smiling newcomer.

Katsu knew Sano's worry, and continually insisted that he could take care of 
himself.  He seemed to think Sano's 'obsession' (as he called it) was a greater problem.  
The evening after yellow-eyes made his disconcerting inquiry, when Sano had told his 
friend about the conversation and wasn't even bothering trying to disguise his intentions 
for the night, Katsu nearly snapped.

"Why, Sano?"  He looked like he might very readily have punched Sano if they 
hadn't been indoors.

"I have to know what the hell he meant by that," Sano grumbled, at once guilty 
and defensive.  "I have to try at least one more time to get answers."

"Goddammit," hissed Katsu in desperate frustration, "don't you realize that it's not 
just your own ass you're risking here?"

"If he was gonna turn us in," Sano insisted, lowering his voice with a glance 
around at the others, "he'd have done it already.  He's got something else going on, and I 
wanna know what it is."

"It probably has nothing to do with you!"
"Then why didn't he turn us in?"
"Who cares?" Katsu exploded.  "Since when is it your business what he does or 

doesn't do?"
"I think I've gone crazy," was Sano's muttered admission.  "Or if I haven't, I will if 

I don't figure this guy out."
"You realize he didn't actually tell you to come to him; he just asked if you were 

going to anyone else.  It's not necessarily the same thing."



"I know.  But I have to go."
Katsu pursed his lips and nodded.  "Be careful," he said hopelessly.
Sano had been planning on merely stopping by the quarters to check on Kaoru, 

who hadn't come to supper, but between waiting for a moment when Soujirou wasn't 
listening and the subsequent debate with Katsu, he found the quarter-warden locking the 
door by the time he approached it; she didn't even ask, tonight, where he thought he was 
going, only let him out with a sneer of, "You've been busy lately."

He just nodded, and left as quickly as he could.
But as he made his way up the hill, he found himself dawdling, hesitant.  Katsu 

was right: yellow-eyes hadn't told him to come.  Though the guard hadn't been angry the 
last time Sano had shown up uninvited, was Sano pushing his luck?  Just asking for the 
man to snap?  Or what if... what if yellow-eyes had somebody else with him in there?  
What would he do to the upstart slave that came pounding on the door like a suspicious 
lover?

Something cold and hard seemed to grow in Sano's chest, and still he wavered.  
He couldn't go back now, even if he wanted to.  He could spend the night outside; he'd 
done it before, and knew it was possible... but what he'd told Katsu had been true as well: 
not knowing was going to break him.

The dilemma was eventually solved for him.  "What're you doing out, there?"
At first Sano thought he was caught: outside after curfew, having lied (at least by 

omission) to his quarter-warden, with no actual barracks-call to excuse his slow, loitering 
walk... and the voice, of course, was Akamatsu's...  The blood rushed to his face as he 
stood suddenly still.  But a split-second later he realized that the guard, a few yards away, 
was addressing another slave and Sano, concealed in shadow, had gone unnoticed as yet.

It was the braid-girl from the wash-house.  "I... I..."  She'd barely begun to 
stammer out an excuse when the guard interrupted her:

"Never mind, sweetie, just come with me."
"Where?"  The girl's voice was a frightened squeak.
"We'll just head back to my room and not worry about curfew."  Not for the first 

time, Sano wondered whether Akamatsu ever did any actual guarding or just wandered 
around looking for slaves to molest.  He hadn't been aware that the asshole liked girls, 
though.

"But, sir, I--"  Now it was a horrified squeak.
"C'mon."  He grabbed her arm.  "I'm lettin' you off easy here."
"No!" She was standing her ground.
Won't do you any good, Sano told her silently, repressing a sigh and remembering.
"Don't give me no attitude, there," the guard growled.
"But..."
"You gonna keep fighting me?  Do I hafta show you your place right here outside, 

then?"
Sano couldn't take this.  He'd been fairly sure this girl was new around here since 

the first time he'd seen her; he couldn't stand to watch her dragged off to be raped -- or, 
worse, raped right in front of him on the ground -- when all it would take to save her was 
a 'Hey, guy, she ain't worth your time... wanna try something tighter and ready to go?'  He 
was about to go over there and work his charm when the situation suddenly turned on its 
head.



"Bastard," the girl said in a clear and completely different tone, and, apparently 
without effort, threw the man to the ground.

Sano wasn't exactly sure what she'd done -- he certainly didn't see any weapon -- 
but the man did not get up again.  And now the girl was looking straight at him.  "Come 
over here and help me," she commanded.

Sano did so, having not the faintest idea what to expect, his eyes on the fallen 
guard.  "Did you... is he..."

"I just knocked him out, but it's going to be a big problem.  Can you carry him for 
me?"

Eyes widening and brows lowering, Sano demanded, "Just what do you think 
you're doing?  This... this is gonna get you killed, you know that?  I can't... I mean, not 
that I haven't always wanted to kick this guy's ass, but..."

She gave him a flat stare that said very clearly, I know what I'm doing.  Which 
Sano couldn't believe, but she was doing it rather convincingly.  "Just come on," she 
ordered.

For some unfathomable reason, Sano found himself obeying.  "I'm gonna get 
fucking killed," he muttered as he hoisted Akamatsu onto his back and tottered after the 
girl, who was now leading the way.  "I always feel bad for you gals and do stupid shit."

She threw a grin over her shoulder at him.  "Trust me."
"Why do people keep saying that?" Sano grumbled, then added under his breath, 

"This bastard always stinks..."
Braid-girl was keeping them close to the trees, watching carefully for anyone 

approaching from any direction; she moved almost noiselessly, and her vigil looked like 
it was unerring.  Sano wondered, very curious, what kind of work she'd done for her 
previous master.

She stopped them suddenly, as they were about to leave the cover of the little belt 
of forest, and scanned their surroundings even more cautiously than before.  Sano was 
becoming increasingly nervous... they were approaching the guard barracks, and he had 
an unconscious rapist on his back.  "Where are we going?" he wondered in the quietest 
tone possible.

"There," she replied, pointing -- he must be seeing things -- straight at the barracks 
in front of them.

"Are you fucking crazy?" he demanded, stepping back a few paces and almost 
stumbling under his load.  "What the fuck is your--"

She glared at him.  "I'm not suicidal and I'm not stupid.  Do you think I'd be doing 
something like this if I didn't know what I was doing?"

"Um..."  Sano shook his head, baffled.  "I don't know you from fucking Juno!  
How should I know if you would or not?"

"Well, I wouldn't," she said impatiently.  "Are you going to trust me and come 
with me, or am I going to knock you out too?"

"Betcha can't drag us both," he said defiantly.
She turned fully to face him with an annoyed scowl.  "Just trust me.  Bring him, 

and everything'll be OK."  After a long moment she turned away again and continued 
checking for watchers.

Thinking he must have gone completely insane, Sano stepped after her as she 
hurried across the open space toward the building.  His frown deepened as he realized 
that he knew which room she was approaching.  But... it couldn't be... why?



She glanced around yet again, furtively, when she reached the door.  Indeed, it 
was the door.  She knocked softly, and, indeed, it was yellow-eyes that opened and, with 
only a fleeting look of surprise, gestured for them both to come inside.

Sano was by now far over his head in puzzlement and trepidation.  He entered 
mutely, and at braid-girl's gesture dumped the unconscious body on the floor.

"I'm sorry..." the girl was saying, giving Akamatsu a look of contempt.  "I 
shouldn't have... but you said not to let any of them touch us."

Yellow-eyes nodded shortly; then, to Sano's utter shock and dismay, he knelt 
beside the prostrate guard and, in a concise movement and with a quick, sickening series 
of snapping crunches, twisted the man's head violently almost a full one hundred and 
eighty degrees.

"H-holy... fucking..."  The slave was gaping, shaking his head, feeling bile rise in 
his throat and his entire body flush with horror.  He'd witnessed deaths before, but this 
was... different... and the fact that he'd fantasized seeing exactly that for at least a year 
actually made it worse.

"Look away if it bothers you," said yellow-eyes shortly.  Then he turned 
immediately back to braid-girl and told her, "Go spend the night in Aoshi's room; tell him 
what's happened.  We may have to move sooner than we'd planned because of this; we'll 
need to see how this man's absence is taken."

Even through the shock he was in, Sano didn't fail to note the smile that flickered 
across braid-girl's face at Aoshi's name.  Aoshi?  Aoshi??

"Yes, sir," braid-girl said, and was out the door.
"Um..."  Sano stood rooted to the spot, his gaze fixed on a point where he could 

still see the corpse in the corner of his eye.  "What is going on?"
"You'll need to spend the night here," yellow-eyes told him.  Sano was compelled 

to look at his face, but, as always, could not read the expression there.
"That doesn't really tell me what's going on," he protested weakly.  Although, 

provided something was done with the dead body, spending the night here was not nearly 
as disagreeable a thought as it might or probably should have been.

"You don't need to know what's going on," yellow-eyes said.  "Just forget 
everything you saw tonight."  He had pulled the blanket from the bed and was busy 
stripping the sheets.

Sano didn't like this at all.  "You can't just expect me to really do that," he 
protested.  "You just fucking killed a guy... a guy who's been raping me for, like, a year, 
yeah, but..."

"He's been worse than most, hasn't he?"  Yellow-eyes' voice was stony.
"How the hell did you know that?  Yeah, he has... but..."
"I'm sorry if it disturbs you," said the man grimly, "but someone like that deserves 

it."
"He does... he did... but... What the fuck are you?  You and that girl and... and that 

other guard, Aoshi... you're all working together to do something here, aren't you?"
"How do you know who Aoshi is?" yellow-eyes asked curiously as he bent and 

began tightly wrapping the sheet around the corpse.
"He keeps calling me up to his quarters and then just having me sit there all night 

not doing jack-shit.  Confused the hell outta me before, but maybe I get it a little now."  
For some reason, yellow-eyes looked annoyed at this.  "Not as much as you think 

you do," he replied darkly.



"What do you mean?  And what are you guys all here for?"
Yellow-eyes just shook his head as he finished his task.
Frustrated but by now familiar with how nearly impossible it was to get 

information out of this man, Sano made one last attempt to put the pieces together.  
Knowing that there was some kind of conspiracy, some kind of organization toward 
whatever end yellow-eyes had in mind, was not nearly as helpful as he would have 
thought it should be.  The only answer he could come up with, eventually, was, "Are you 
here to steal slaves?"

Looking up at him impassively, yellow-eyes replied shortly, "Yes."
Surprised that his guess had been correct, Sano frowned for a moment before 

making another.  "And I'm one of the ones you want."
The guard was briefly silent as he lifted the body, then stood straight with a slight 

smirk and said, "You are the one I want."
"What, you're each only taking one?"  Suddenly the man's behavior up until now 

came frighteningly close to making sense.  But... yellow-eyes, braid-girl, and Aoshi... that 
was only three... if they were each hand-picking one slave, then...  Sano scowled abruptly. 
 "I won't let you."

Yellow-eyes quirked an eyebrow.  "You're not going to have a choice."
"So was this why I wasn't supposed to regret not escaping?" Sano demanded 

irately.  "Because you stealing me was going to make up for it?"  The idea was somehow 
more painful than anything else he'd imagined during the long days that had passed since 
the fateful escape attempt.  Sano's rising voice overrode whatever the guard might have 
been about to say.  "You fucking asshole, you're just like all the other guards here... fuck 
that, you're worse... you're worse than that stiff you're holding!"

The look of mild and relatively patient annoyance on the man's face as he let Sano 
have his say was just too much.  In what the slave hoped was an unexpected movement -- 
not that the guard was in much of a position to stop him, burdened as he was -- Sano 
yanked the door open and bolted.

Lucky he was that he didn't encounter anyone, for he ran almost blindly -- first in 
the general direction of his quarters, then, in a brief moment of greater presence of mind, 
into the nearby belt of trees.  There, he threw himself down half in a bush and closed his 
eyes.

He didn't know where to go.  Straight to another guard, to report the crime 
brewing in their midst?  No, he couldn't... no matter what the man's motives had been, 
yellow-eyes hadn't turned him in for trying to escape -- nor, perhaps more to the point, 
Katsu -- and Sano didn't think he could just turn around and betray him after that.  But he 
couldn't allow himself to be stolen...

The mere thought of that man's attitude and behavior was bitterly painful to him.  
Why it should be so he was not sure...  Because, despite his technical status as a slave, he 
yet was unaccustomed to being so blatantly objectified?  Because, now that he knew the 
inadequate reason for its prevention, the thwarted escape attempt was haunting him?  
Because the faith he'd had, in defiance of all logic, in that mysterious promise was now 
shattered?  And why was it that knowing the truth raised more questions than it 
answered?

The sex thing, for example, still made no sense.  Did yellow-eyes plan on 
continuing to ask him, 'Do you want me to?' once Sano had become his personal 
property?  Did he assume Sano would eventually succumb to his... charms... and answer 



yes?  That would fit, Sano thought, with the arrogance and selfishness of a man under the 
impression that belonging to him would be better than freedom.

Sano buried his face in the dusty cloth that covered his knees, as if by hiding it he 
could hide from the emotional turmoil it displayed.  He feared he wouldn't be getting 
much sleep tonight.



9
In the showers the next morning, it was readily evident to Katsu that Sano was, 

true to form, even worse off than he'd been before going on his third (or was it fourth?) 
quest for answers.  This obsession of his had to reach a breaking point eventually... Katsu 
could only fear that, as Sano himself had once suggested, it might well be Sano's breaking 
point.  Today he didn't even appear to notice the interaction between Katsu and Soujirou, 
which otherwise Katsu assumed would have worried and angered him.

Sano seemed exhausted and unhappy, but more distressing than that was the 
blankness of his eyes -- and nothing Katsu thought of to say could really pull him from 
his evidently very unpleasant thoughts.  He wished they would be going to the fields 
together; if he'd had all day to work on him, his efforts might have had some better effect.  
As it was, the time for their separation came all too soon, and Sano made for the other 
side of the building and his laundry with almost no farewell.

Katsu watched him go with a feeling of pained frustration, then turned toward his 
own day's work.  But as his eyes swept past the belt of forest that ran behind the wash-
house and the mess hall and on up the hill, he caught sight of a tall grey figure standing in 
the shadows of the trees, from all appearances watching the slaves emerging from the 
wash-house very intently.  And, though the features were obscured by distance and 
shadow, somehow Katsu knew who it was.

Maybe he was feeling reckless; maybe the memory of the conversation he'd 
overheard at the showers the other day inspired him to greater protectiveness of his friend 
than prudence could restrain.  Whatever the impelling madness, he said quietly to 
Soujirou at his side, "Wait here a second," and jogged over to the guard.

The latter gave him an aloof quizzical look and said nothing, only sucked on a 
cigarette, as he approached.  That was somewhat promising.

"What are you doing to Sano?" Katsu demanded, taking care not to precede the 
question with a deep breath that would indicate just how nervous he was.

"I don't see him around, so I'd have to say nothing," the man replied with a touch 
of sarcasm.

Sarcasm, however, was far from the hostility Katsu would have expected from a 
guard thus accosted, and this gave him courage.  "Every time he goes to you, he's 
confused and upset the whole next day.  He hasn't been himself at all since that night you 
stopped us."

"Sounds like a personal problem to me," said the guard.
"A personal problem you've been causing!" Katsu protested.  "What did you do to 

him?"
"Nothing he didn't want or enjoy."
By this statement Katsu was taken aback, and a frown grew on his face as he 

remembered Sano's slow and thoughtful 'No...' when Katsu had asked if the guard had 
raped him.  Did that mean... could it be possible... that something had happened to make 
Sano like this man?  That would explain everything very neatly, Katsu thought.  And if it 
indeed was the case, it made Sano's situation even more complicated and unfortunate than 
Katsu's.  Who had ever heard of a slave becoming attached to a guard?



Still, he couldn't be sure from the uncertain information the taciturn man had 
given him.  He was about to demand more answers when the guard cut him off with, 
"You need to get to work."

"Yes," Katsu replied in a colder tone than he thought he'd ever used with a guard 
before, and added for good measure, "sir."  Then he turned to obey the command.

"What was that?" Soujirou wondered as Katsu rejoined him and they set off.
"Me being suicidal," sighed Katsu in reply.  "Sano's rubbing off."
Soujirou glanced back.  "Oh, was that the guard that Sano's worried about?"
"Yeah."  A harshly helpless feeling was growing in Katsu's chest as they walked.  

Was that really the best he could do for his friend?  A couple of questions and then a 
quick step back into line?  He'd had the guy there, conveniently located and at his ease... 
yet all he could manage was to invite retribution while obtaining almost no answers and 
definitely not making his point.  "Goddammit," he muttered.

"If he upset you so much," Soujirou remarked, "I'm surprised your conversation 
was so short."

"As if I had any choice," replied Katsu in a growling sigh.  "There's not much else 
you can say to 'You need to get to work' than 'Yes, sir.'"  He kicked at a rock, but didn't 
bother to go back for it when he missed and half-stumbled past it.  "It doesn't matter what 
we do," he added softly, bitterly.  "Whether we try to stand up to them or just give up and 
do whatever they say... they're miles above us.  It's like they're a different species."

"That's not true, and you know it."  Soujirou's tone was quiet, serious, and just a 
little startling.  Glancing at him, Katsu noticed that, although his rarely-absent smile was 
in its customary place, it was more rigid than usual.  Walking purposefully and quickly as 
always, Soujirou was looking down at the ground... but Katsu thought there was 
something tight about his movements; a completely different emotion than the ones 
superficially suggested by his expression showed in every other aspect of his figure.  
"Anyone who'd be willing to guard a place like this is less of a man than you are."

Katsu stared.  He'd never heard Soujirou talk like that, but somehow it reminded 
him of the pitying look he'd caught him giving Yahiko his first night -- if only because of 
the apparent incongruence of each circumstance. "I'm still usually pretty happy," Soujirou 
had commented when they'd discussed their attitudes toward their situation, and his 
constant smile testified of that statement's truth... yet moments like this did not.  Was 
there something about Soujirou, something hiding behind that smile, that Katsu was 
missing?

Aforementioned smile rose, once again beaming innocent complacence in almost 
jarring transformation now that Katsu was paying attention.  "But you're probably right 
about not provoking the guards; you know how this place works better than I do, after all.  
Do you think Sano's gotten himself in trouble with that guy?"

With a slight chill Katsu recognized the technique: transition away from the 
revealing comment, compliment to distract, and question on a topic that won't be ignored.  
Was he imagining things?  Or else how many times had Soujirou directed his 
conversation thus since arriving at the complex?  And, more importantly, why?  To 
conceal strong anti-slavery sentiments that could get him killed if they were even hinted 
at aloud?  Or something less harmless?  Not that Katsu could imagine anything one slave 
might have to conceal from another that would require such behavior...

"I don't know," he said, not bothering to make his answer sound less darkly 
contemplative; let Soujirou think Katsu was brooding about Sano.  Hell, let him think 



Katsu was onto him; it didn't make much difference.  Still, favoring the first impression 
slightly, he added with a little more attention, "I don't think so.  The guard didn't sound 
angry."

"Well, that's good, at least," Soujirou smiled, and asked no more questions.
Having a lot to think about wasn't entirely bad, despite the unsettling nature of the 

two subjects: the day seemed to fly by when both his head and his hands were occupied.  
He took little part in the conversation between Soujirou and Kaoru, who was working in 
their area as she did whenever she could; and the apparently innocuous nature of 
Soujirou's half of the discussion only lengthened Katsu's internal debate: was he 
imagining things?  There was more to anyone he was likely to meet than he would be 
able to comprehend in the amount of time he'd known Soujirou; just because he'd had sex 
with someone didn't mean he knew everything there was to know about him.  Was he 
borrowing trouble just so he wouldn't have to deal with the trouble he already had?

Not that he wasn't thinking about Sano, but there was nothing new in those 
reflections.  The very novelty of the suspicions Soujirou's words had awakened was, for 
the moment, almost equal to his worries about his best friend, so there was a fairly steady 
alternation of topic throughout the course of his work -- to absolutely no purpose.  The 
aforementioned suspicions were not concrete enough to approach Soujirou with, and the 
aforementioned worries, as Katsu was fully aware, got him right to the middle of a bleak 
and frustrating nowhere.  It made for a disheartening day.

Near the end of the latter, he was distracted from both of his engrossing subjects 
by a couple of guards that stopped nearby to talk in low voices.  What caught his attention 
in specific was the question asked by the one that had apparently initiated this not atypical 
breach in protocol: "So, did you hear about that pervert scarred guy?"

Katsu moved a few quiet steps closer.  It was his habit to listen to any 
conversation he was able to overhear between guards, and here he had the added 
incentives of a distraction from unpleasant reflections and finding out what the other 
guards thought of Akamatsu.

That opinion didn't seem to be too high.  "The one who's got a slave up to his 
room every fucking night?" the second guard snorted.  "No, what happened?"

"He's gone," replied the first.  "Last night, I guess; never showed up this morning, 
and his stuff's gone from his room and everything."

This was such a shock of good news that Katsu could scarcely believe it.
"Man, I never thought he'd leave... all the free faggy sex he wanted here; where 

else was he gonna go?"
"That's the best part... seems like he found himself a real boyfriend."  The first 

guard's tone was sardonic and amused.  "That new guy -- the one with the yellow eyes -- 
he's gone too."

Katsu's brows lowered.  He'd seen the man just this morning... and now they said 
he was gone?  Unless there was some other new guard with yellow eyes...

The second speaker burst out laughing at the first's suggestion.  "You've gotta be 
shitting me!  Those were the two scariest-looking guys in this place!"

"Funny coincidence, though, them both leaving on the same day, isn't it?"
Just at that moment the siren calling the end of the work-day sounded from the 

distant opposite end of the complex, and Katsu jumped.  Hastily he stepped away from 
the guards and put his back to them to make sure he didn't appear to have been doing 
what he'd been doing.



Soujirou gave him a curious smile, but Katsu shook his head slightly.  Not until 
they'd stowed their tools in the shed and left the immediate supervision of the field guards 
for the greater privacy of the road did he speak.  This gave him time to decide whether to 
confide in Soujirou at all, and, if so, how much.  The conclusion he came to was that, 
even if there was something untoward about Soujirou, this particular piece of news 
probably wouldn't do any harm -- and would undoubtedly reach his ears after not too long 
anyway.

Soujirou's comment on the story was very much along the lines of what Katsu had 
been wondering since hearing it himself: "But if he supposedly left before work, why did 
we see him hanging around the wash-house this morning?"

Katsu shook his head.  "Who knows?"
Kaoru, who hadn't witnessed the morning's encounter, had to have it explained, 

which was fortunate -- although Katsu had been willing to relate what he'd overheard, his 
thoughts in response to it were something he didn't feel like sharing, and this was a good 
way to avoid doing so.

The guard had seemed to be waiting or watching for something outside the wash-
house -- if not necessarily for a rendezvous of some sort, at least to confirm someone's 
presence or state.  Perhaps that had been his final item of business before leaving the 
complex?  And where did Akamatsu fit in?  Would he also be showing up for one final 
item of business?

With a sigh (and a slight shudder at that last concept), Katsu reflected that he was 
soon likely to be as bad as Sano if he kept puzzling over things like this.  Overall, it was 
good news that the yellow-eyed man had left, whenever he'd gone: whatever Sano might 
or might not feel for the guard, he would be better off without him around.  And 
Akamatsu's departure must be, beyond simply good news, a cause for outright 
celebration.

Kaoru was agreeing aloud with this unspoken sentiment as they approached the 
mess hall, but, naturally, quieted as soon as they were within earshot of the guard on the 
porch.  "Sano will be happy to hear it," she did add, however, in an undertone, as they 
entered.

Katsu wasn't so sure about that.  Based on what he'd seen this morning and the 
logical destination of the road Sano's spirit had been traveling lately, he feared even the 
news that the world was going to end tomorrow might not have roused Sano from the 
stupor into which he'd fallen.  Yet he pondered how to bring the subject up.  Although, in 
perfect accordance with his theory, Sano's eyes were just as blank over his soup and bread 
as they had been in the showers, Katsu's surety of his friend's current dullness wasn't so 
great as to assume that the news of the yellow-eyed guard's departure would have no 
affect on him.

Conforming to the pattern of the day, he was distracted from one issue by another 
when he noticed the odd way Soujirou was holding his soup spoon.  Of course the slaves 
weren't given knives or forks -- not that they needed such things for their simple meals -- 
and the spoons were too flimsy to be used as weapons... but their edges tended to be 
somewhat rough, and it seemed this was causing Soujirou some discomfort.

Curious, Katsu abandoned his scrutiny of Sano's blank face for the moment in 
favor of watching Soujirou's hands surreptitiously.  It didn't take too long to discern that 
their undersides, from wrist to fingertip, were covered with raging red blisters and cuts, 
which were apparently aggravated today more than previous days by the basic motions of 



eating.  Indeed, Soujirou's typical speed at that activity was hampered somewhat by the 
care he was taking not to hurt himself more than he had to.

Soujirou had mentioned that his work for his late master had been 'white-collar.'  
Katsu's wasn't entirely clear on that concept, but knew it placed Soujirou in the category 
of indoor slaves.  Therefore the havoc that the rough, heavy harvesting tools had been 
wreaking on Soujirou's hands was no surprise at all.  What did come as a surprise was 
that Katsu hadn't seen it before today.  Usually he was quite good at noticing things like 
that -- at noticing things in general, actually -- and in this specific case, the hands in 
question had touched him rather intimately on several occasions.  That he hadn't taken 
note of their injured state seemed to suggest Soujirou had been taking care to keep it 
hidden.  And did that mean he had deliberately allowed Katsu to see it tonight?  But why 
would he do either?

Or was Katsu still imagining things, fitting this circumstance into the network of 
doubt he was now continually developing in reference to the other slave?  Soujirou might 
merely be embarrassed to have his weakness known, or in some sort of quiet denial about 
the circumstances that had caused it, or undesirous to add to the others' existing 
unhappiness.  And it was quite possible that Katsu was simply slipping -- that this thing 
with Sano had blinded him, to a certain extent, to extraneous facts, and caused the state of 
Soujirou's hands to escape him.  Or perhaps the blisters hadn't been this visible until 
tonight?  There were plenty of logical reasons Katsu might not have noticed besides 
Soujirou having some kind of dark secret.

In any case, the sight reiterated a fact Katsu had been largely trying to ignore all 
day: whatever Soujirou was or might be hiding and why, Katsu cared about him.  Not as 
much as he cared about Sano and in a decidedly different way... but he did care, and he 
couldn't deny it.  He would have to talk to Soujirou about it later; it could be that the 
latter simply wasn't aware there was treatment (however perfunctory) available, and had 
opted to suffer in silence.

"Katsu."  Kaoru brought him back to the here and now with her quiet call.  She 
was looking at Sano worriedly -- and when a woman wasting away of heartbreak looked 
at someone like that, it was time to pay attention.  "Are you going to tell Sano the good 
news, or should I?"

"Good news?" Sano said vaguely, his eyes still unfocused.
With a deep breath, Katsu tried to put on a smile as he nodded.  "I heard some 

guards talking..."  He trailed off for a moment as he was reminded of the last time he'd 
used this exact phrase and what had happened that night.  Were they headed for further 
disaster?  But that was superstitious and irrelevant.  "Akamatsu's gone," he finished with 
all the cheer he could muster.  It wasn't quite as much cheer as he could have mustered if 
he hadn't had additional news he was less eager to relate, but it didn't sound too bad.

"Aka... ma..."  To all appearances, Sano wasn't even aware that he was repeating 
the name; it was as if his mouth were acting independently of his brain in an attempt to 
bring the rest of him up to speed.

His moment of realization, as abrupt as the firing of a gun, was clearly visible and 
equally puzzling to all of them: the color drained from his face, and his body straightened 
with a jerk that caused the tray beneath his hands on the tabletop to clatter and shift.  He 
stood without a word and started to make a swift, ungraceful path through the crowd 
toward the door.  For one baffled moment they all stared after him, unmoving.  Then 



Katsu, his mind and consequently many of his actions in complete disarray, jumped up 
clumsily and followed.

He hadn't really believed Akamatsu's departure had anything to do with the other 
guard's, but for Sano to react thus forced him to rethink that assessment -- though any 
logical guess at the connection between the circumstances was beyond the pales of 
Katsu's imagination.  But now his curiosity had risen to the level of his concern, and both 
were at fever pitch.  He was not surprised, on leaving the building, to see Sano heading 
up the hill toward the guard barracks.  Nor was he surprised to hear Soujirou's footsteps 
behind him as he gave chase.

"Sano," he called out as he drew close.  He didn't think Sano would deliberately 
ignore him, especially not when he spoke in a tone so serious; he suspected that Sano was 
in this case so lost in his own thoughts that he hadn't even heard.  "Sano!" he said again, 
more loudly.

"This is the last time."  Sano replied with a sure finality that yet held the same 
lack of attention that had marked all his previous statements of the evening.  He didn't 
even look around or slow as he said it.

It wasn't even really a protest at Sano going to see that man again, not this time; 
Katsu just wanted to know what the hell was going on, both physically and in Sano's 
head.  But it was discouragingly obvious that a question to that purpose would get him 
absolutely no response.  So he said the only thing he was sure would stop his friend's 
absent yet determined steps:

"He's gone, Sano."
"What?"  Sano finally looked back, the blankness lifting somewhat from the eyes 

he turned toward his friend.
"He's gone," Katsu repeated quietly.  "He and Akamatsu both.  The guards I 

overheard mentioned them at the same time."
The maelstrom of emotions that flashed momentarily across Sano's face made 

Katsu alternately want to shake him until he came to his senses or hug him to that exact 
same purpose.  But in the next instant Sano shook himself, turned again, and took off at a 
run in the same direction he'd been going.

Squeezing his eyes closed, Katsu raised his face toward the sky in frustration and 
pain.  He could only hope -- and without even much of that confident emotion -- that this 
really would be the last time, that the man really was gone and that Sano would be able to 
let him go.  Because otherwise...  He didn't know, couldn't guess what would happen to 
all of them; in his mind it was an impenetrably black void of despair.

Soujirou laid a comforting hand on Katsu's shoulder and squeezed slightly.  There 
wasn't really anything he could say, but Katsu appreciated the gesture -- and it reminded 
him...

He couldn't help himself.  Taking the hand gently in his own, he examined the 
palm briefly before lifting it to his lips and kissing the only spot that was still relatively 
unhurt.  But he too had nothing to say, so next he merely let go and turned back toward 
the mess hall.  Soujirou, whose eyes had been very bright during those few wordless 
moments, followed in silence.
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Braid-girl hadn't been there -- transferred, supposedly, to the workshop -- but 

somehow in his confused state of mind Sano hadn't been able to connect this with the 
events of the previous night.  Had completely lost track of it, in fact, in the whirlpool of 
thought and emotion that passed for his brain these days.

As far as he knew, the washing machines into which he'd been stuffing clothing 
were the only actual whirlpools he'd ever encountered, and he'd certainly never attempted 
to swim -- but he imagined this must be what drowning felt like.  His thoughts, normally 
allies if not necessarily friends, now dragged at and overwhelmed him.  If he tried to think 
about something else or sought the solid ground of a blank mind, the other matter sucked 
him back down with crushing surety.

Even within the topic to which they were restricted, his thoughts were limited.  He 
might have realized the significance of braid-girl's absence if he'd been able to think 
about her at all.  He might have been able to guess what was coming if his reflections had 
been a little broader.  But the only thing in his head -- practically the only thing in his 
world -- was that man, the things he'd said and done, and the sense Sano was trying 
desperately to make of it all.

Well, really, it all would have made sense easily if not for his emotions that had to 
attach varying significance to anything and everything that had happened between them, 
and to any inference Sano could draw therefrom.

Yellow-eyes was here to steal slaves -- or, rather, a slave.  Why had he fixed on 
Sano among all the rest?  He'd seemed angry when he'd spoken of the guards finding 
Sano strong and attractive... for what other attributes, then, could he desire to possess 
him?  Or was it all right as long as he didn't plan on raping him?  As long as Sano was the 
property not of a faceless slave-trafficking corporation but of a single person, someone 
that was willing to ask him, 'Do you want me to?'

Someone that wanted him badly enough to shoot him rather than let him escape?
Part of Sano's heart -- a dark, secret part hiding behind his rational thoughts -- also 

wanted it, desperately wanted it.  Couldn't stop imagining what it would be like... couldn't 
keep from reflecting on the romance of it... couldn't help thinking that there was no way 
in hell it could be worse than the life he'd led up until now.

He was bitterly ashamed of this, but could not entirely repress it.  Did that mean 
he was giving in?  That he was past caring about having a master so long as that master 
was intriguing and good with his hands?  So long as that master was that man?

To further his shame, the same part of him that would gladly belong to that man 
forever was more than willing to sacrifice everything else that mattered to achieve that 
end.  In a way, he felt, this was a sort of mirror to what he thought the other man's desires 
were... Sano almost ready to lose everything he valued in himself in order to be with him, 
and yellow-eyes ready almost to kill him to similar purpose.

Still, the whole thing seemed strange, and not just to his emotions that had their 
own mysterious agenda.  People had work and responsibilities out there, after all... could 
someone really afford to waste the amount of time and effort yellow-eyes was evidently 
putting into this on a venture that wasn't likely to repay either?  For Sano couldn't 
consider the acquisition of a single personal slave of much practical use...  Really, the 
more he thought about it -- and god knew he couldn't stop thinking about it -- the more 



insane it seemed... like some things he'd heard in stories about eccentric masters with too 
much money.  But, while yellow-eyes was like nobody else Sano had ever met, he'd never 
seemed insane...

Perhaps, then, Sano had misinterpreted the man's intentions.  What exactly had the 
guard told Sano, after all?  That he was here to steal a slave, and had selected Sano.  He 
hadn't, Sano realized with a sudden constriction in his chest, said anything about keeping 
him.  If the man was merely a merchant of sorts, and Sano was the stolen item yellow-
eyes thought would fetch a good price... if the merchandise agreed to sleep with the 
merchant along the way, well, that would be a nice perk, wouldn't it? --but if it didn't, not 
much of a disappointment.  Sano felt cold and small and miserable thinking of such a 
possibility.

But it still didn't make sense!  He didn't know much about business of any kind, 
but even he was fairly certain that putting bullets into the wares was not good business.  
Besides, yellow-eyes had -- no, Sano just couldn't convince himself he'd been imagining 
it, however beneficial it might have been to his state of mind -- yellow-eyes had as good 
as stated a strong personal interest in him.  No, Sano really couldn't doubt that the guard 
meant to keep him.  So there must be another explanation for the apparent incongruity of 
shooting him in the shoulder but not fucking him without permission.

Perhaps yellow-eyes was a collector?  Maybe he made a habit of stealing 
attractive slaves, and had an entire harem at home to satisfy him if Sano continued to say 
no?  Come to think of it, Sano had no real way of knowing that the man did intend to 
steal only him.  He'd been interpreting "You are the one that I want" that way, but desire 
and intention weren't necessarily the same thing -- as yellow-eyes had already proven by 
denying himself, for some obscure reason, pleasures he quite clearly wanted.

Goddammit, none of this made any sense, and Sano's theories were getting more 
far-fetched by the moment.  He really should stop speculating before he worked himself 
into an inventive frenzy; the truth was that he just didn't have enough information, what 
he did have was ambivalent at best, and the added confusion of his twisted emotions 
could only continue to complicate things until he lost track of what little he was certain 
of.

Which was why he had to go back.  One last time.  And if he didn't get his 
answers this time, he would... well, he didn't know what he would do.  Go entirely insane 
and run screaming into the electric fence, most likely.  But he had to try, or just go ahead 
with that suicidal run right now.

And then...
"He's gone, Sano."
He couldn't believe it.  Katsu's further information notwithstanding, somehow the 

fact did not register in Sano's mind as something that was actually possible; it entered into 
the whirlpool and was immediately flung out again, rejected.  Still, Sano found himself 
moving at a dead run toward the barracks, those words echoing in his head and taking 
longer than they should have to fade.  He's gone, Sano.  He's gone.

Some part of him -- the same fatalistic part, probably, that considered the electric 
fence a viable alternative to a continuation of the way he'd been living lately -- must have 
believed it, for he didn't bother knocking when he reached the door that looked, 
somehow, completely different from the other, identical doors along the barracks wall.  
Nor did he bother coming up with anything to say -- greeting, excuse for his presence or 



precipitous entrance, or even just a better way to phrase the questions that so far had gone 
unanswered.

And the room was empty.
It was unmistakably evident.  The bed was made with military precision; the chair 

was pushed neatly up to the table; the strongbox was sitting open and the key lying on 
top.  The only sign that anyone had ever lived in this cold, lifeless space was the full ash-
tray that still gave off a scent he felt he would never forget.

The ash tray was the only thing that was full.  Emptiness like the room ate at 
Sano, until only one thought rang through the void that was his head and heart:

"You won't regret it.  I swear."
Now more than ever he couldn't understand what he was feeling.  It reminded him 

vaguely of what he'd experienced when Kenshin had been sold -- as if someone that cared 
about him was gone; as if yet another beloved friend had been taken from him -- but this 
was worse, somehow... perhaps because he didn't know if yellow-eyes had cared about 
him, or because it seemed like the man had purposely abandoned him.  Whatever the 
situation was, Sano was in sudden and severe pain, and not just in his shoulder.

No, he couldn't lie to himself.  Not anymore.  He knew the real reason he was 
hurting so intolerably.  The man's behavior had hinted to him how life could be, how 
things could feel.  He'd been like a lover, a real lover, something Sano had never had.  He 
doubted real lovers were supposed to shoot you in the shoulder; but, at the same time, 
nobody had ever expressed the kind of interest and concern in Sano that yellow-eyes had.

He had cared; Sano knew he had; he would be damned if he would believe 
otherwise.  But now... now?  Why was he gone?  Why had he left without even trying to 
contact Sano?  Had he been forced to abandon his plans because of last night's events?  
Or had he simply decided that Sano wasn't worth the trouble?  Sano couldn't think; he 
couldn't guess.  He just didn't know.

Stock still, staring silently at some vague point in the empty room, Sano was 
bizarrely conscious of the grain of the wood of the door he clutched in his raised hand as 
if to support himself.  Everything that had happened here, everything that had begun in 
this room, everything he'd hoped for or feared that had arisen from that man's presence... 
it was like something out of a dream.  And that's exactly what it was... a dream... an 
illusion, a vision he would never see again.

Now that he'd had a glimpse... now that he had experienced, however briefly and 
incompletely, something more... he could never just go on as he had.  He'd always known 
with his intellect, but now, staring into this barren room with the rough wood under his 
whitening fingers, remembering strange sensations that made him shudder with a mixture 
of emotions even now, feeling the cold of this empty space seeping into his bones and 
seeming to make them brittle and render him more breakable than he'd ever felt... it came 
home to him suddenly, brutally, inescapably, just how miserable his life was.

Nothing had actually changed, but his new awareness made that same life a 
hundred times worse than it had been, could ever have been before.  Why did that man 
treat him like that, like he cared about him, then leave him with a promise he couldn't 
possibly fulfill?

Who are you? he inquired in silence of the stranger that had done this to him.  
What am I supposed to do now that you've fucked up my life?

But the man's only answer was, "You won't regret it.  I swear."



What the hell kind of promise is that? Sano queried desperately.  What does it 
mean?

But the same six words, cool and mocking, were the only reply.
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A loud pounding on the outer door of the quarters in the middle of the night 

startled a good half of the sleeping slaves awake, including Katsu.  Anyone that remained 
asleep was probably awakened by the subsequent discussion; even through the wall Katsu 
could hear every word.

"What the hell do you want?"  This was the quarter-warden; she had absolutely no 
qualms being incredibly rude to the guards if she thought the situation warranted it.  
Apparently being dragged out of bed at some dark hour of early morning warranted it.

"This one's yours, isn't he?"  This guard was familiar enough to Katsu, his voice 
rough and annoyed.  A thudding sound accompanied the question.

"Yeah; what'd he do?"
"We found him hanging around an empty barracks room.  Trying to avoid earning 

his keep; who knows how much he's been doing it lately?"
Katsu had a sudden sinking feeling that he knew who 'he' was.
"He's been out a lot lately," the warden said in disgust, and by this time Katsu had 

rolled from his cot and crept to the doorway between the two rooms.
"Don't let him out anymore unless one of us comes for him," the guard was saying 

as Katsu peered around the doorframe.  It was as he'd feared: Sano, red spots of recent 
blows on his face and redder spots of blood on his shoulder, crouched or knelt on the 
floor as if he'd been thrown there.  Half bent over and motionless in the incomplete light 
from the door of the warden's room, he looked almost dead.  Even as Katsu's eyes fell on 
him, the guard that had brought him gave him a hard kick.  "You hear me?"

At once Sano answered in a dull tone, "Yes, sir."
"And I'll be by for you tomorrow night when I'm not on patrol.  I'm not done 

teaching you your lesson yet."
"Yes, sir," Sano repeated, and Katsu found himself shuddering.  That tone, that 

repetition...
The guard gave Sano a parting shove before turning to leave; Sano fell forward 

onto all fours and remained there.  With a snort, the warden turned her disgusted gaze 
from him to where Katsu stood watching, as if she already knew she would find him.  
"Get him to bed," she ordered.  "Clean him up first if you want, but if I hear one sound 
out of any of you you'll be scrubbing this place until your fingers fall off."

"Yes, ma'am," Katsu murmured, hastening forward.  The presence of Soujirou at 
his side briefly startled but did not really surprise him.  The newcomer couldn't assist 
much in raising Sano, given that only one of the latter's shoulders was a workable 
support, but his willingness to be of service was comforting.

Another, deeper shudder chilled Katsu as they got into the bathroom and full light.  
Sano stood still, swaying slightly, exactly where he was placed, gaze angled downward 
and shoulders slumped.  He didn't seem to feel the pain of his reopened injury or the 
blows he'd evidently taken to other parts of his body, and he didn't say a word as Katsu 
pulled the loose shoulder of his shirt aside to see how bad the damage was.

It wasn't as dire as Katsu had feared -- well, as far as he could tell; admittedly his 
medical knowledge was next to nonexistent -- and he hoped that, once the blood was 
cleaned off and the bandages retightened, Sano might not suffer too much.

"What happened?" Soujirou asked, hovering to one side.



For a moment Sano did not even seem to have heard the question, but finally he 
stirred a little -- though still staring blankly at the floor -- and murmured, "I should have 
closed the door."

At first Katsu couldn't think what his friend meant by this, and silently continued 
wiping the blood away from Sano's shoulder with a wad of toilet paper.  As he threw the 
latter into the garbage, however, he guessed, "Of the room that guard found you in?"

"Yeah," Sano replied in the same quiet, listless tone.  He didn't wince as Katsu 
yanked the bandages back into place and fastened them in a tight knot.  But he did look 
up, meeting his friend's gaze, as he added, "His room."

Katsu drew in a sudden rough breath and took an inadvertent step back as a 
painful, desperate panic whirled through him.  "Sano...!"  The word had the tone of a 
shout but was as quiet as a whisper.  His hands reached out, clutching tightly at his 
friend's shoulders as he moved back toward him.  "Sano!" he said again, shaking him.

"That hurts," Sano replied vaguely, pulling away from Katsu's grip and moving 
past him.  "I'm going to bed."  And without another word he left the room.

Katsu stumbled blindly to the nearest hard surface and, without even thinking 
what he did, pounded a fist against it.  A muffled gasp told him he'd found the door 
between the two bathrooms and startled someone on the other side, but at the moment he 
couldn't bring himself to care whether whoever it was alerted the warden and he got in 
trouble.  How could this be happening?  How could this be happening??

Soujirou's hand was on his shoulder.  "Katsu, what's wrong?"  The worry in the 
tone seemed born more of confusion than sympathy.

But how could Katsu answer?  How could he possibly explain to someone as 
carefree as Soujirou, someone without a history of being mistreated, someone that had 
not lived his life among the most miserable members of the human race, that the dullness 
he had seen in Sano's eyes was the first downward step on the path to utter soullessness?  
And how could he admit the secret belief he'd cherished all along that he would be the 
first to break?  That he would never have to deal with Sano breaking because he would 
almost certainly go first?  That he wasn't ready for this?

But Soujirou's hand was still on him, gripping him tightly, silently expressing a 
desire to know and to help... as if there were anything he could do to help...  Katsu had to 
say something.

He leaned his forehead against the cold wall and squeezed his eyes closed.  "This 
is how it starts.  I know the signs."  His tone was hoarse, almost harsh.  "That's how they 
act when they're starting to break.  If he keeps going like that, he won't be Sano anymore.  
He won't be anyone anymore."

Soujirou drew in a deep breath, and Katsu held his own.  He'd chosen his words 
carefully -- as carefully as he could in this frame of mind -- because he didn't think he 
could stand it if Soujirou argued with him; he simply could not handle a debate at this 
point.  But what the other finally said, quietly and slowly, was, "If that's true, then it's 
even more important now not to give up hope."

It sounded so trite, so meaningless in the face of what Katsu couldn't help 
regarding was something like the end of his world... and yet somehow, when he stood 
straight and looked over at Soujirou and saw the sad smile on his lips, he felt, if not 
exactly reassured, at least steadied: aware that he wasn't alone.  Still, his tone was 
unmistakably bitter as he replied, "You and your optimism."  After which he found 
Soujirou's arms around him -- strong arms, stronger than he'd really been aware before -- 



holding him tightly as if to say that, while Soujirou might not entirely understand, still he 
would not let go.  And if Katsu's reciprocal gesture was more of a clinging grasp than a 
return embrace, neither of them much cared.

The amount of sleep Katsu got for the rest of that night was phenomenally low, if 
not actually nonexistent.  When he wasn't staring at Sano's motionless back in the next 
cot, he was tossing and turning with his eyes squeezed shut, unable to fight off a parade 
of cruelly dismal thoughts about the future.  And every once in a while, when he was 
turned that direction, he would catch sight of Soujirou on his other side watching him in 
the darkness with expressionless eyes.

Katsu felt somewhat comforted that he was not the only sleepless worrier... but 
also got the impression, though he could not have explained why, that Soujirou was just 
as much keeping an eye on him to make sure he didn't do anything impetuous as offering 
moral support.  He remembered the suspicions he'd formulated about his would-be 
lover... but at the moment couldn't bring himself to give that matter much thought.

The morning came with some consolation.  Although Katsu could still barely get a 
word out of Sano before they went their separate ways, Sano's blankness seemed to 
reflect contemplation rather than true absence of mind.  Katsu should have known better 
than to think Sano would go all at once... but it was only a slight relief, given that the 
genesis had unmistakably taken place even if Sano was fighting it.

As for Sano, he could only hazily remember what had happened after his 
disastrous visit to that empty room last night.  As a matter of fact, except for certain 
repetitive trains of thought that seemed to have him in an unshakeable taloned grip, 
everything was a little hazy in his head.  The world seemed simplified somehow... he was 
confused, he was unhappy, but beyond that he didn't seem to care about -- or, to a certain 
extent, even recognize -- anything.

It was not so much any sort of external inhibition of his senses as an internal 
disinclination or even inability to rouse himself to any particularly complex thoughts or 
emotions.  And he found he couldn't really object.  There was pain and confusion; here 
was relative peace.  If he could just not care for a while, things would undoubtedly work 
out.

The dullness made the day drag, each load of laundry seeming to take an hour just 
to get into the washing machine and the muscular impulses required to accomplish this 
task unusually difficult -- but the apathy rendered him indifferent.  The increased pain in 
his shoulder from the beating he'd taken last night, augmented by the work of the day, 
could not rouse him; even the memory that he was in disfavor with the quarter-warden 
and had what would probably be an unusually unpleasant barracks-call tonight could not 
rouse him.

His senses were dulled along with his thoughts: he didn't really hear the murmur 
of the other slaves in the mess hall, nor taste his supper, and saw his friends only as if 
from far away, their faces unusually featureless.  If they held any conversation while they 
ate, he didn't notice.

The one event of the entire day that threatened to shake him was when Katsu very 
deliberately kissed Soujirou as the newcomer rose to leave the room once he'd finished 
eating... but even that was not quite enough.  Why worry about a situation for which there 
was no help?  Besides, Sano's mind felt like it had shrunken past the point of holding 
anything but the unpleasant reflections, now hazy, that had plagued him since yesterday.  
Eventually, he thought, even those must fade.



He hardly noticed the quarter-warden's disdainful insults when he came in after 
supper, and once again the dull time passed smoothly away before his uncaring eyes as he 
waited for the guard that was going to 'finish teaching him his lesson' tonight.

The crispness of the man's grey uniform, freshly-laundered today, was something 
of a jolt, but the guard lacked the leanness of figure and precision of movement that 
would have really bothered Sano.  At another time, in another frame of mind, that 
expression combining lust and anger might have worried Sano... but not tonight.  This 
was just another thing he had to do; it meant nothing.  So, though Katsu gave him a 
stricken look as the guard led him out and the others appeared no less grim, Sano didn't 
feel there was any real need for worry.

He was right.  Rough, almost brutal, though the guard was with him, Sano found 
it even easier, as the day progressed toward its end, not to care.  It was just another task, 
and if he could get through it he could sleep.  And the simplest way of getting through it 
was not caring.

He didn't care how thoroughly or painfully the guard wore him out.  He didn't care 
that the man then made him sleep on the floor.  He didn't care that his shoulder and ass 
were bleeding.  He didn't care that the doctor was tired of seeing him and might get him 
in trouble when he went to her in the morning.  He didn't care that he was going to be in 
even greater pain as he worked tomorrow.

Abstractly he wondered why he hadn't ever tried this before.  Life would have 
been so much easier, could have moved so much more quickly and smoothly toward its 
end like this.  He wasn't entirely certain yet whether or not he wanted to remain thus 
indefinitely, but at the moment it didn't seem a half-bad idea.  Forget yellow-eyes and the 
confusion he'd induced, forget the idea of a better way of living, and just not care.

For tonight at the very least, in any case, he planned on staying in this peaceful, 
hazy place, and it was unlikely there was anything in his little world that could possibly 
drag him out of it.



 
12

The alarm siren was pounding through his brain like a stake driven by a mallet as 
he and Katsu hid in the trees, shaking, clutching at each other in terror -- fear that was 
all the worse for being unusual and unconquerable.  They wouldn't have been afraid at 
all if it hadn't been for the desperate, hopeless tone in Souzou's voice as he ordered them 
away.  "You're too young to die," he'd said.  "I'm sorry."  They knew now what he'd 
known all along: that the approaching footsteps were armed guards out for the kill.

Sano awoke in outright tears, curled up on the floor clutching at his chest as if he 
could pull himself into a tighter ball and thereby avoid notice, as if he were still that 
frightened child of ten years prior.

Weapons at the ready, the grey-clad enforcers appeared all at once from 
practically every direction.  Obviously by prearrangement, they did not speak or 
otherwise allow for confrontation.  They merely opened fire.

This was what he got for trying not to care, for thinking nothing in the world 
could rouse him.

Sano would have liked to look away or close his eyes, would have liked to run to 
avoid the stray bullets that tore the air around him and splintered the tree trunk behind 
him... but he couldn't... he couldn't move or even blink as the slaves before him -- all of 
them good men and women that had been kind to him during his brief time in this awful 
place -- were mercilessly slaughtered in a shower of gunfire and blood.  As he watched 
Souzou fall, he screamed.

This could always rouse him, no matter what else he'd suffered, no matter how he 
felt.  The day the memory of Souzou's horrific, pointless, glorious sacrifice failed to move 
him was the day he truly lost his humanity.

After a few moments, silence fell over the gory scene, broken only by the weeping 
of two young slaves -- boys that, a moment later, were spared their companions' fate only 
because they were too young and too pretty to kill.

Fighting viciously to subdue the fear and misery that kept him from functioning 
correctly, it took Sano a moment to recognize what had caused him to dream of that 
distant scenario: outside, the alarm siren was blaring for perhaps the first time he could 
remember since that tragic night.

The guard was gone, apparently having run out in a hurry to see what the alarm 
was about, leaving the door half-open.  Sano had managed to pull himself off the floor 
and had just located his shoes when the shooting began.

Against the backdrop of the alarm siren, it was almost too painfully similar to the 
events of his dream for him to bear, and he was tempted to curl up on the bed and 
squeeze the pillow around his ears until it was all over.  But he was braver than that, so he 
put his head cautiously through the door.

Looking out from the south side of the building on the first floor, he was facing 
the slave quarters and facilities.  Guards were running here and there in a pattern he only 
recognized very vaguely: the complex seemed to be going into lockdown in response to 
the shooting, which was coming from up the hill to the north in the vicinity of the staff 
buildings and the main entrance.  He left the room and headed around the corner.

He didn't feel like himself.  He wasn't sure what "feeling like himself" was 
anymore, but he didn't feel like it.  The pain of which he'd been barely conscious last 



night was present, the thoughts he'd pushed aside all day yesterday were audible in his 
head, and yet this awareness was different from the usual: the current situation, whatever 
it was -- the sounds of the siren and the guns, the memory that was so inextricably 
connected with them -- superceded everything else.  He was himself, but it was more the 
self of years ago than the self of today or the day before yesterday.

"Sano!"
He looked up to see Katsu running toward him from the direction of the slave 

quarters, looking haggard and desperate.  It was no surprise that Katsu had felt the need to 
seek Sano out in the midst of what must be for him just as emotionally chaotic as it was 
for Sano, but the latter doubted it was a good idea.

Reaching him, Katsu took him by his good shoulder and met his eyes, panting.  
The look on Katsu's face showed plainly that he'd been awakened in the exact same 
manner Sano had, but also that he hadn't forgotten how Sano had been acting yesterday 
and wasn't sure now in what state he would find his friend.  Sano was sorry for that.  At 
least he was able to convey with a single glance that he had returned, though it did little 
to alleviate the pain in Katsu's gaze.

"What's going on?" Katsu asked unsteadily.
"I don't know," Sano replied, reaching up to take hold of and squeeze the arm with 

which Katsu was gripping his shoulder -- as much for his own comfort as to reassure 
Katsu.

The latter pushed his messy, unbound hair out of his face, and together they 
turned to look toward the noises.  They could still see nothing through the trees that 
separated the sprawling barracks from the staff buildings, but they could hear that the 
gunfire hadn't lessened.

"Hey, you two!"  A guard startled them in their watch by turning the corner and 
almost running into them.  "What the hell are you doing standing around here?  Are you 
fucking deaf?  Get in--"

Sano and Katsu, turning, saw it where the guard could not, and their mutual 
expressions of surprise were not in time to warn him, even had that been their intention.  
His eyes went as wide as theirs before closing as he slumped forward to the ground.  They 
stepped back to avoid his falling figure, staring, and Sano was sure Katsu was wondering, 
just as he was, whether the man was still even alive.

"You left so fast," Soujirou greeted Katsu with his usual smile, lowering the hand 
that had felled the guard, "I almost couldn't figure out where you went!"

"I... had to find Sano..."  Katsu was shaking his head disbelievingly.  "Did you... is 
he dead?"

Sano sympathized with his friend's evident inability to grasp what was going on, 
but thought he understood better than Katsu could.  Had he not questioned -- in almost 
those same words, even -- a similar action performed by another newcomer only days 
before?  The same mysterious motion, the same fortuitous timing...  Sense was suddenly 
blossoming out of confusion... and, with it, anger.

"You're part of all of this too, aren't you?" he demanded, stepping toward Soujirou 
without minding that he trod on the arm of the fallen guard.  "You could have answered 
my questions all along, and you fucking pretended to be just like us!"

Soujirou raised a hand as if to stave off further recrimination or even physical 
retaliation, though Sano hadn't planned on the latter.  "I'll explain on the way; we need to 
get back to the quarters."



"Like hell we do."  Sano stood his ground, growling.  "What the fuck is going on?  
Who are you, or what are you, or whatever?  Where is... where's that guy?  That guard?"

"Sano, what the hell are you talking about?" Katsu was demanding at about the 
same moment.

"He's probably in the middle of the shooting," Soujirou answered Sano's question.  
"You'll have to wait until this is all over."

Turning immediately, Sano tried again to guess via sound where exactly the 
aforesaid middle of the shooting was likely to be.  Behind him Katsu gave a shaky sigh 
and remarked, "With as long as you've been here, I should think you'd know Sano better 
than that."

Glancing back, Sano saw that Soujirou's smile was wry, probably because he'd 
realized that actually answering the question had been a mistake of sorts.  "If you go over 
there and get yourself shot, he'll be angry," he told Sano.

"He fucking shot me already," Sano replied flatly.  "I'm going to find him."
"Sano..."
Sano almost couldn't bear to face Katsu, nor could he help reflecting that there 

were a lot of diverse and fascinating ways to be a complete dick to someone.  He had no 
idea what his friend must think of him by now, after all the stupid and crazy things he'd 
been doing lately, after everything he'd put him through, after yesterday... but this, he 
hoped, would be the end.  The end of everything.

Why it was so imperative for him to brave the crossfire and chaos that was 
presumably going on over there was more difficult to say... but he felt he was being 
drawn, impelled, so that every moment he spent standing still here for whatever reason 
was almost painful to him.  There was no way he could make Katsu understand this, 
however, so he remained silent.

He might have had more faith in his friend.  True, it was only uncertainly and 
decidedly unhappily that Katsu smiled at him and spoke, but his words were just, "Be 
careful, OK?  Stay in the trees or something."  And whether this was more akin to his 
saying, You're an idiot, or, I forgive you, Sano seemed to sense a certain weight lifting off 
his heart.  Honestly he didn't feel entirely justified in going on this suicidal pursuit, 
leaving his friends at this critical moment, especially when he knew Katsu -- like himself 
-- must still be feeling the awful burn of memory, but the fact that he had to, and that 
Katsu understood, made the necessity easier.

"By now," Soujirou said slowly, "he may be in the staff buildings... but I can't be 
sure."

"Thanks," Sano nodded.  And after looking Katsu in the eye one last time, he 
turned and ran off, heading for the end of everything.

As Katsu watched his friend depart, fully aware that he might never see him again 
(alive), his heart was clenching tighter and tighter with compounded worry and grief.  
And he couldn't decide whether this conscious, feeling, still-obsessed Sano was better 
than yesterday's Sano slipping toward oblivion.

However, he had very little time to consider this before Soujirou was tugging at 
his arm.  And as he looked at the smiling, agitated other, Katsu's eyes seemed to focus or 
lock onto Soujirou as if he'd forgotten he was there.  As if he'd forgotten that he'd been 
right, that there had been something suspect about Soujirou all along, that there were 
more strange situations in the complex than just Sano's.



He gave Sano's disappearing form another glance before turning to follow 
Soujirou.  However foolish it might be -- even more so than Sano going in the first place 
-- Katsu wanted to follow his friend, die with him if need be.  He wanted all of this to 
end.  But he also desired, with a fervor only secondary to the aforementioned, to find out 
who and what Soujirou really was and what was going on.  And somebody needed to 
check on the other slaves.  Katsu wasn't entirely ready to abandon Kaoru and Yahiko just 
yet.

"So explain," he commanded tersely as he fell into step beside Soujirou.
"We're vigilantes," replied Soujirou promptly.  "Or terrorists, depending on which 

news stations you watch -- fighting for human rights that aren't available to people by 
law.  Our goal on this mission is to completely destroy Ketterect Labor and relocate all 
slaves to safe locations throughout the three countries."

Involuntarily Katsu drew in a hissing breath at the ambitiousness of this project.  
On the surface, in fact, it seemed impossible, except perhaps by the power of a very large, 
well-funded organization.  Given that Soujirou did not seem to be joking or exaggerating, 
Katsu had to believe that such was the situation, had to take this seriously... but still it 
was almost too much to wrap his brain around.  It meant the total annihilation of his 
entire world, however he felt about that.

Their swift pace had allowed them to reach the quarters after only so many words 
and reflections, but when Soujirou went to open the door Katsu held him back.  "I assume 
you've taken care of any guards inside already."  He was a little surprised at how bitter his 
tone already was when he hadn't even neared the bitter part of his discourse yet.

Soujirou nodded.
"Then we have a minute."
Although Soujirou threw what might be called a calculating (if still smiling) 

glance at the door, on looking back at Katsu he seemed to read the seriousness in the 
latter's expression.  "All right," he said.

"I knew you were hiding something," Katsu began, "but this I wouldn't have 
guessed."

Soujirou nodded without saying anything; he was watching carefully all around 
them, although he did not seem tense.

"All that talk about laws and public opinion wasn't just talk," Katsu went on at a 
murmur.  Still Soujirou did not seem inclined to reply, at least not until Katsu continued 
pointedly, "But the rest of it was."

"The rest of it?"
"'I really do like you,'" Katsu quoted harshly.  "'We don't have the luxury of taking 

a long time to fall in love.'"
"That wasn't just talk."  Soujirou actually seemed a little startled at the accusation. 

 "I do like you."
"So much that you'd take advantage of me and lie to get what you wanted from 

me."  Outwardly Katsu was a good deal calmer than inwardly, but he didn't think there 
was a tone that could have expressed just how betrayed he felt at this point.

"I had to lie."  Soujirou, too, was calm -- almost agonizingly so.  "Those were my 
orders."

"Your orders," Katsu said very dryly, "were to find a slave you liked and seduce 
him?"  For all he didn't actually believe Soujirou's orders had been anything of the sort, 
still he felt as if the entire time he'd been nothing more than an objective... a quota...



Now Soujirou's smile was gone, and tone and expression were entirely serious.  
"My orders were to make friends with slaves, find out information, and steer them away 
from anything that might lead them to guess something was going on."

"You did it to distract me, then?"  If anything, this was an even cheaper excuse 
than the previous, and Katsu was almost inclined to discontinue the conversation.  On top 
of everything else, this was simply too painful.

"I did it because I like you," said Soujirou quietly.  "If I didn't like you, there were 
other ways I could have distracted you."

"But you preferred playing games and feeding me lines."
"Katsu, they weren't lines; it wasn't a game."  Soujirou shook his head 

emphatically.  "I wouldn't have taken it as far as Akamatsu made us go, but I really have 
been sincere."

Katsu also shook his head, protesting, almost in denial of this situation.  "Didn't 
you ever think that my feelings might be different if I knew what was going on?" he 
demanded.  "Maybe I'd like to know I really do have the luxury of taking a long time to 
fall in love?  That I might actually have a choice?"  He was finally starting to sound angry 
now, the hot, upset emotion breaking at last through the shock and confusion.  "That my 
new option isn't like everyone else, and neither is the situation?"

In response to Katsu's tone, Soujirou looked away and said quietly, "I thought... 
you liked me..."

Katsu stared at him.  How could someone so intelligent still be so clueless?  
Because it was clear that Soujirou simply did not understand the magnitude of what he'd 
done.  And seeing finally that the mistake arose not from callousness but from genuine (if 
completely unexpected) naivete, Katsu couldn't help feeling just a little less betrayed.

"People get into relationships with different attitudes," he explained with a sigh.  
Soujirou looked up at him again immediately, hopefully, at the apparent abatement of 
anger.  "If you're assuming it's going to be brief," Katsu went on, "or if you get into it 
with the idea that this is the only option when you happen to be horny, it's not going to be 
the same as if you know you have a choice, both about the person and how long you're 
going to be with them.  It's going to be a totally different relationship; it won't mean as 
much."

Now Soujirou was staring, and his smile had returned -- but it was a sad, wan 
expression.  "How is it that you're an expert on this too?" he murmured, seeming a little 
confused.  "How do you know so much about everything when..."

Flatly Katsu finished the question for him.  "When I'm a slave?  I'm only a slave 
when people treat me like one... keeping me in a place like this, or raping me four times a 
week... or letting me think that I have no choice but to like them or stay lonely.  I can still 
keep my eyes and ears open and learn whatever I can."

Soujirou bowed his head again, now as if in defeat, his smile even sadder.  "You 
really are like him..."

If Katsu hadn't already had Souzou on his mind -- admittedly in the background, 
behind the separate dramas of Soujirou and Sano -- he might not have realized what 
Soujirou meant.  As it was, he couldn't help feeling, as he had the last time Soujirou had 
compared him to his late role model, a little gratified.  As such, his tone was gentler than 
it had yet been during this conversation as he asked, "Does it bother you that a slave 
might know more about relationships than you do?"



"Only a little..."  Again Soujirou raised his head and gave Katsu a forlorn smile.  
"I've always known I'm hopeless in that area.  It just makes me like you more, knowing 
how impressive you really are."

Although this seemed honest and still a bit sad, there was more than a hint of 
pleading ingratiation about the words.  Katsu had no doubt that Soujirou really did like 
him... but all that did was make the situation more complicated and more potentially 
painful.  Here all over again was the dilemma he'd faced when he'd started suspecting 
Soujirou, only on a larger scale.  Unfortunately, this wasn't the right moment to puzzle 
through his own heart and what he could or could not forgive; they really couldn't afford 
to spend any more time standing around out here.  Still, looking into the almost hopeless 
face turned up toward him, Katsu couldn't bring himself to be too harsh just yet.

"Maybe if you get me out of here alive," he said, "we can start over."
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On entering the slave quarters ahead of the watchful Soujirou, Katsu halted in 

shock when he found himself face-to-face with the barrel of a familiar gun.  The quarter-
warden had always been rather proud of her weapon, and had been given, periodically, to 
sitting in a comfortable chair just outside her rooms cleaning it ostentatiously with the 
nervous slaves looking on in silence.  But now the quarter-warden was nowhere in sight, 
and was certainly not the one leveling the gun at the door.

Katsu stared, blank, unblinking, almost unbreathing at the rigid form of Kaoru, 
who lowered the weapon when she saw who he was.  Her other hand held a second gun; 
this one looked like it probably belonged (had belonged) to a guard.  Although tears ran 
down in two unbroken trails, her face was of better color than he'd seen for weeks, even 
months; her bearing was upright and steady; her voice was like iron -- hard, strong, white-
hot -- as she met his astonished gaze and said calmly, "Katsu... I'm going to see Kenshin 
again."

Until that moment, Katsu hadn't really felt anything in regard to the current 
situation -- his reaction to Soujirou's revelation had overridden it.  But now it rushed in at 
him all at once like a whirlpool, and his entire body seemed suddenly weak.  Freedom...  
Not just for himself, but for all of them.  Everyone he loved and every last hopeless, 
miserable person in this hopeless, miserable place.  Ten years of nightmare would end at 
last.

His somewhat inane agreement came out nearly a whisper: "Yes... yes, you are."
How much longer he might have stood still in the doorway, staring at Kaoru's 

unshaking hands holding those guns as if fully confident of her willingness and ability to 
use them, Katsu could not have guessed.  But Soujirou's hand on his shoulder reminded 
him that they were supposed to be entering the quarters in order to take cover.  Mutely he 
moved out of the way.

A confused noise arose among the other slaves at the sight of Soujirou; it sounded 
very much like it wanted to be a cheer.  God knew slaves weren't very practiced at that 
particular sound, but it shook Katsu out of his shock to some extent.

With a modest nod, Soujirou turned to Kaoru and reached out.  Once she'd given 
him the second gun, she had a hand free to wipe the tears from her face -- a futile gesture, 
since they just kept coming.

"You'll dehydrate yourself like that," Soujirou smiled, then offered the gun to 
Katsu.

The latter's eyes went wide.  "I've never--"
"It's very simple," Soujirou assured him.  "Just point and pull the trigger."
"I wouldn't hit a damn thing!"  Katsu took a step backward.
Soujirou moved closer and, with that uncanny speed and dexterity of his, took 

Katsu's hand, pressed the gun into it, curled Katsu's fingers around it, and stepped back 
again.

"But... what about you?"  Katsu stared uncomfortably at his own hand, which had 
the gun pointed resolutely downward and held it only loosely.

"I don't need one," Soujirou smiled.
Before Katsu could protest further, a new voice broke into the conversation with a 

demand both energetic and uncertain: "Where's Sano?"  It proved an adequate distraction, 



since not only did it send Katsu's thoughts flying immediately to his friend, it also called 
his attention to Yahiko, who'd joined them and asked the question.

Wondering if Sano was even still alive at this point, Katsu shook his head.
Kaoru drew in a startled breath.  "He's not--"
"I don't know," said Katsu quickly.  "He went off after that same guard again."
"What?"  Kaoru looked and sounded incredulous and almost angry.  Yahiko, 

who'd edged to her side, appeared horrified.
"The guard's part of this too," was Katsu's helpless reply.  "God knows how many 

others there are."
"Almost fifty," Soujirou smiled.  "Apart from the people who stayed outside 

who're attacking now, there were three 'guards,' and at least one 'slave' in every quarters 
building.  Our assignment at this point is to keep all of you inside until someone comes 
for us.  And take care of any guards that might show up, of course.  That could happen 
any time, if things are going our way up the hill; they might come running down this way 
to try and hide in one of these buildings or take slaves hostage.  So," he added, still 
smiling somewhat unnervingly, "keep your eyes on the door."

Kaoru nodded.
Soujirou had done it again, Katsu noted wearily as he turned, like Kaoru, to face 

the door: neatly diverted their attention from a troubling issue -- this time perhaps to keep 
them on task, prevent excessive worry about Sano, or stave off further questions... Katsu 
couldn't be sure.  He wasn't sure of anything at the moment, and in order to avoid 
catching Soujirou's eye he watched the door very steadfastly and listened hard.

The room was not quiet.  True, the uneasy conversations behind him were 
conducted at the lowest possible volume, but since it seemed that everyone in the room 
was talking, it added up.  It did not, however, mask the sounds of gunfire outside that 
were drawing nearer by the moment.  This wasn't the same gunfire as before, though; it 
was far more diffuse.  Katsu guessed that whatever primary assault had been carried out 
by Soujirou's 'people who stayed outside' had ended in a rout of the defenders, who were 
now being pursued into and through the complex.  Soujirou was right; they might be 
seeing guards seeking sanctuary inside the building any time now.  Little as he felt 
qualified for it, Katsu finally tightened his grip on the gun in his hand.

Beside him, Kaoru still stood solid and unshaken, still crying and still with that 
brilliant light in her face.  She hadn't been seduced by a terrorist.  She didn't have to worry 
how she felt about Soujirou.  She hadn't seen what another member of this mysterious 
group had done to Sano.  To be quite honest, she didn't care as much about Sano as Katsu 
did.  Not that she didn't care at all... but at the moment, Katsu was certain, all she did care 
about was the prospect of seeing Kenshin again.  And who could blame her?  When love 
was as straightforward as that -- she loved him, she missed him, she would do anything to 
be reunited with him -- why seek out unnecessary complications?

It was a question he might well ask himself.  Of course he was worried about 
Sano and perturbed about Soujirou, but why did he find himself so unbearably, 
increasingly agitated about the situation itself?  It was, after all, no more complicated than 
Kaoru's: he was a slave, he would prefer not to be, and soon he would have his freedom -- 
something he'd dreamed about every night and planned for every day for a decade.  Why 
should he be standing here in utter turmoil, not knowing what to think or how to feel?



He knew why.  It had nothing to do with the potential dangers of frantic guards or 
stray bullets.  It was in response to a single looming question: once he was free... what 
then?

He was not worried about the technical aspects of it -- whether or not this 
breakout would achieve the social and legal revolution Soujirou had mentioned so 
hopefully, whether he would remain free.  There was no doubt in his mind that a group 
capable of orchestrating an operation like this could keep him safe and hidden until the 
proper time.

No, though he would not have liked to admit it, what really concerned him was 
freedom itself.  Concerned him?  It downright terrified him.  Of course they'd always 
talked about escape, and had even attempted it once or twice... but had they ever really 
thought past that?  Thought past what it meant to give up a life that, while fairly 
miserable, at least offered a measure of certainty?  In the countries beyond, there were 
laws he didn't know, social customs he didn't know, work he didn't know, human nature 
he didn't know, life he simply did not know.  Would he even be capable of living as a free 
man?

He wondered whether, and to what extent, Soujirou's organization had taken this 
into account.  Because it occurred to Katsu at that moment, with this overwhelming 
realization in mind, that not all slaves were likely to want to be freed.

But he wanted it.  When it came right down to it, the fear and uncertainty were 
nothing compared to his boundless desire to leave this life behind.  He wanted to work 
honestly for his own sake, to get paid for it, to go where he pleased and do as he chose.  
He wanted his friends around him, no guards, and no guns.  And whether he liked it or 
not, he wanted Soujirou with him.

Still unready to think about that, however, he shifted into a more solid stance and 
once again directed his eyes at the door.

The morning's emotional turmoil had been no less severe for Sano than it had 
been for his friend, though the components were different.  For one thing, there was a 
dead body in the foliage in front of him, and his heart simply would not stop racing.

It wasn't just that he'd been agitated by the memory of Souzou; it wasn't just the 
sight of figures, some in the grey uniform of guards and some in foresty camouflage, 
running and shooting; it wasn't just the danger to himself or the worry about his friends... 
it was the fact that soon he would have answers.  Finally.  His confusion and turmoil 
would end.  It was this that kept him on his feet and kept the blood rushing so frantically 
through his veins.

Well, and it was all that other shit too.
He'd never moved so fast in his life, he thought: around the barracks and up the 

hill in what felt like an instant.  Only when he'd reached the staff buildings and the 
gunfire had seemed to explode practically in his ears had he remembered Katsu's 
admonition.  He'd plunged into some trees, the last cover available before the main 
entrance, paused to get his bearings -- and, if possible, calm his racing heart -- and was 
now ducked down low in the bushes.

The guard's body that sprawled beneath another bush almost within arm's reach 
was a nerve-wracking indicator that Sano wasn't the first to take cover in this particular 
spot.  However, he thought the danger had passed from this immediate vicinity; most of 
the movement he could see was past the corner of the nearest building, and the noises of 
gunshots and shouting were loudest from that direction.



The gates of the complex lay to his left, but it would take several paces through 
the trees to see them clearly; he didn't think he could hear any gunfire thence, but it was 
difficult to tell.  From his current position he could see most of the staff buildings, 
however, and he had a good view to the right and down the hill.  Whether because neither 
of the combative groups intended the actual slaves any harm or purely by luck, Sano 
seemed to have made his way straight through the midst of several small firefights; the 
turmoil appeared now to have spread out all the way down past the guard barracks.

  This is stupid and I didn't think it through, he was reflecting.  The same fluttery 
nervousness that kept him from looking too closely at the nearby corpse was whispering, 
with a franticness to match his pulse, that he should go back to his quarters before he got 
himself killed -- killed for no good goddamn reason, killed without ever seeing his friends 
again or even knowing what had become of them -- or at the very least flatten himself 
onto the ground and wait this out.

But the thought that yellow-eyes was around here somewhere, that the answers he 
wanted were so close, coupled with the fact that he'd gotten this far, aroused in Sano a 
stubborn unwillingness to retreat.  He did, however, wish he'd asked Soujirou just a few 
more questions about what was going on, where people were likely to be and to go, and 
whether or not they were likely to kill him on sight.

If he could just get into that closest building, surely he would be safe.  Safer, at 
least, than he was here.  He could probably sprint to the door on this side before anyone 
was likely to notice or try to shoot him.  Circumnavigating the dead body, he moved to 
the very edge of the trees and peered to the left and right.  Nobody seemed to be nearby, 
nor did anyone within his range of vision seem to be looking his direction.  This was the 
moment.

He sprang forward, and, as predicted, reached the door two seconds later.  
However, within that span of time, the crack of a shot sounded just above him.  It was so 
startling, acting on his already-pounding heart and strained nerves almost as severely as if 
the bullet had actually struck him, that his last two steps were a stumble and his hands 
could barely manage the door that was his object.

Inside, he immediately took the staircase that lay just past the small entry, and put 
his back to the wall so he could face both the stairs he'd just practically jumped down and 
the continuing descent.  It wasn't the most tactically strategic position, but he had to give 
himself a few seconds to calm down.  He was shaking, and at the moment he thought 
only the wall against which he leaned was keeping him upright.

How could he have forgotten??  The staff buildings, unlike all the other buildings 
in the complex, had windows -- windows that opened (or could be broken) and therefore 
through which people could easily shoot at anything that approached.  And just because 
Soujirou had said yellow-eyes would probably be in the staff buildings by now didn't 
mean he was guaranteed to be in this one or that all the staff buildings would be safe to 
enter!

I really didn't think this through.  Sano drew an unsteady arm across his face as 
this reflection heralded a wave of giddy amusement, of all things.  Stability was returning, 
and he thought he would soon be able to move again -- but perhaps before that, he should 
give some serious consideration to what the hell he was doing.

He didn't have time for that, however, as he heard footsteps on the stairs above his 
head, coming down from the second floor.  "Shit," he muttered, and stood straight.  Yes, 
his legs would do what he told them to now.  He told them to run.



The basement contained a short corridor with a door to either side and at the far 
end.  It was very dark, but the light switch didn't have any effect when Sano turned it; he 
guessed that the whoever-they-were's had disabled the complex's power.  It would 
probably be more difficult to find or shoot him in the dark, anyway, if that was the 
intention of his presumed pursuer.

Panic began to take hold of him once again when he found the first door locked 
and the second leading only to a small office in which (as far as he could tell in the 
limited light) it would be impossible effectively to hide.  The third door, however, opened 
onto a large storage room that seemed to fill the entire remaining basement space.

He couldn't see a thing once the door was closed, and he fumbled with 
outstretched arms for anything large enough to conceal him from sight.  What it was that 
he eventually found he couldn't identify, but it was solid and tall enough to duck behind; 
after that he concentrated on holding still and controlling his breathing.  The latter wasn't 
exactly coming out in gasps, but it wasn't exactly unobtrusively quiet, either.

Strain his ears how he might, though, he couldn't hear a thing.  This was almost, 
he thought, more disconcerting than distant sounds of gunfire.  The building -- or at least 
this room -- must be well-insulated.  Even more disturbing, perhaps, was the lack of 
footsteps from the hall he'd just left.  Was it possible that whoever had been coming 
down the stairs hadn't been looking for him after all?  Or had they realized they'd set him 
to flight and quieted?  And if nobody appeared, what then?  At least he'd have time to 
give this situation a little more thought.

Not that he really had any idea what he'd do if someone did appear.
Then he heard it: the slight click of the doorknob turning, though unaccompanied 

by any sounds of human movement.  A low grey light, filtered down the stairs and the 
hallway and through the opening, vaguely illuminated a few dim shapes out past whatever 
Sano was hiding behind.  It shifted slightly, growing, distorting, shrinking, and then 
disappeared entirely.  The door clicked shut.  Complete silence fell as Sano held his 
breath and his movement in rigorous check.

Someone was there.
Sano had never been so still or silent in his entire life.  His lungs felt likely to 

explode, his legs were cramped from crouching, his entire body was tense almost beyond 
endurance ready to run again, and the only thing going through his head was the 
continued reiteration of his own stupidity and utter, suicidal lack of forethought.

Another, unexpected light appeared suddenly -- this one the brief orange flare of a 
match, sending strange, unidentifiable shapes jumping into view for half a second and 
then dying down again.  The sound of its striking was accompanied by that of an indrawn 
breath, and was followed by a calm statement that pierced the darkness as effectively as 
the light had:

"There's no need to hide from me."
Sano knew that voice.
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"Y-you...!"  He gasped the word out along with the breath he'd been holding.  

"God fucking damn you, you scared the shit out of me!"  His burning legs gave way and 
he collapsed into a sitting position on the floor, raising his hands to clutch as his hair as 
almost the only way he could express his relief and the abrupt withdrawal of adrenaline 
from his system.

The man chuckled, and this time Sano could clearly hear his footsteps 
approaching; apparently he only moved silently when he felt the specific need.  "Making 
your way up here in the middle of a firefight doesn't scare you, but this does?"  Sano 
could tell when the man had neared him, not only by sound but by the sight of a small 
point of orange light in the darkness.  The scent of cigarette smoke informed him what 
this must be.  "I should have known you wouldn't stay safely in the slave quarters until 
this was over.  I suppose Soujirou told you where to find me?"

"He... I..."  It would take too many words to explain, and Sano felt that he was 
really the one that was owed an explanation here.  Because suddenly he was angry.  
Angrier than he'd been in a very, very long time -- perhaps his entire life.  What right had 
this man to treat him the way he had, then walk in here and scare him half to death and 
laugh at him and ask him questions so coolly?  It brought Sano to his feet in an instant.

"You better fucking have some good explanations ready."  It was a little like the 
first time they'd lain in yellow-eyes' barracks bed together -- the darkness seemed to 
embolden Sano -- and this time on a much larger scale.  In fact, knowing what he now 
knew, he felt all of his inhibitions dissolving and all his fears erased, and nothing but the 
desire for answers present in his mind.

"Do you have any idea what you've done to me?" he burst out.  "Who the hell 
gave you permission to fuck with my head like that?  Do you know how fucking confused 
I've been about you and what was going on?  Why would you let me think you were here 
to 'steal slaves' without just fucking telling me what you were really doing?  Why would 
you make me think you were going to just take me away from my friends -- and that was 
confusing as hell too because you acted like you hated all the fucking guards -- and why 
would you act like you fucking cared about me and then just make it look like you'd left 
without even saying anything to me?"  Here he ran out of breath; this and the nagging 
reflection that he wasn't expressing himself very well forced him to pause.

A long silence followed, during which the end of the man's cigarette glowed 
brightly for a moment as he took a drag, then faded back to its former, duller red.  Finally, 
"I knew you must be confused," came the voice of the darkness, "but I didn't realize it 
would bother you that much."

"You shot me," Sano replied, striving for a level tone, determined that it should 
make sense this time.  "You stopped me from escaping but didn't turn me in.  You wanted 
to fuck me but never did.  You acted like you cared about me specially but wouldn't ever 
answer any of my questions.  Then you killed a guy right in front of me, claimed you 
were here to steal me, and then disappeared.  If you'd just told me what you were doing 
here, I'd have gotten it.  Instead I just about fucking lost my mind."

"I'm sorry to hear that.  But I couldn't have told you without jeopardizing the 
mission."



"'Jeopardizing the mission...'"  Sano repeated it at a whisper.  "Jeopardizing the 
fucking mission..."  Then, because he simply couldn't help himself, he began to laugh.

Suddenly, as if something that had been tightening all morning had snapped inside 
him, he felt exhausted and strangely limp.  He took two steps forward, and yellow-eyes 
steadied him as Sano pressed against his body and continued laughing into his chest.  He 
seemed to be shaking a little more than the laughter could account for, and there was a 
touch of hysteria in the sound.

"I'm sorry," the man said in his ear.  "It's all over now."  He even sounded fairly 
sincere.

"You..." Sano murmured when he could speak again.  "You are a fucking 
asshole..."

One of the man's arms went around Sano for support as he answered, "Probably."
Sano noted distantly, pointlessly, that the cloth against his face was not the stuff 

the guards wore -- infinitely familiar as he was with that -- but something a touch rougher 
and not so stiff.  Yellow-eyes had probably changed into the same camouflage the rest of 
his group had on.  "I don't know why I've been thinking about you nonstop for so fucking 
long.  That was all I really needed to figure out: that you're a fucking asshole."

Yellow-eyes chuckled again.  "Then you understand everything now."
"Not quite."  Sano remained where he was, with his head bent and his words 

muffled by the man's garment; he wasn't ready to move quite yet.  "You wanted me all 
along, but you didn't fuck me because you wanted to be better than the other guards 
because you're not really one of them and all that.  That makes sense now, I guess.  But 
then why the hell did you jack me off that one time?"

"I shouldn't have done that," was the answer -- so immediate that Sano thought 
yellow-eyes must already have had this on his mind.

"It didn't help with me being confused as hell, you know."
"Do you want me to apologize again?"  These words were somewhat dry, but 

Sano got the feeling the man would apologize again if Sano demanded it.
He considered for a moment.  "Nah," he finally said.  "You just did it 'cause you 

felt like it?"
He could feel the man nod.
Sano nodded also, withdrawing slightly.  He felt a little less shaky now, but still 

very tired.  He doubted it was an hour since he'd arisen, but he could probably sleep a 
whole night's worth if he lay down now.

Yellow-eyes made no effort to keep him close; in fact, in a businesslike tone he 
remarked, "I've been down here too long.  Come with me."  The glowing ember of the 
cigarette fell to the concrete floor and disappeared under an invisible foot.

Sano reached out and caught at the man, finding an arm to hold onto, afflicted by 
a sudden, childish fear of losing him in this darkness.  But if yellow-eyes picked up on 
this, he said nothing, only led Sano unfalteringly to the door.  Notwithstanding his lack of 
tension up until this moment, he opened it quietly and cautiously.  Once Sano's eyes had 
adjusted to the dim light pouring through the slowly-widening aperture, he could see that 
yellow-eyes had his hand on his holstered gun and was, in fact, wearing the camouflage 
Sano had observed on the other invaders.

The hallway was empty, and no sound came from up the stairs.  As they stepped 
out of the storage room and yellow-eyes closed the door behind them, Sano paused to 
look at him.  It was the same face -- the same high cheekbones and narrow eyes, 



expressive lips and thin brows -- but something was different about him now, something 
more than a mere change of raiment could explain.  Perhaps it was that, after that 
conversation in utter darkness, Sano felt he knew the real man a little better, that some of 
the mystery was repealed.  Perhaps it was only the absence of the previous turmoil 
through which Sano had been viewing the other all along.

Whatever it was, he found himself moving almost without conscious effort, taking 
the handsome face in his hands, and leaning up to kiss him.  His anger was mostly gone, 
and though he didn't know what would happen next or exactly how he felt about this man, 
there was undeniably something between them.  Yellow-eyes responded by pulling him 
close, and they stood thus for quite some time.

When Sano finally broke away, the man quirked a half-smile at him and said, 
"Trying to pay me back for confusing you so much?"

"You'd deserve it if I did."  Sano wasn't quite sure what he meant, though.
Evidently in response to Sano's uncertain tone, "I'm a fucking asshole," the man 

explained, "but you kiss me?"
Sano grinned.  "Yeah, why don't you just headache about it for a while before I 

tell you?"
Yellow-eyes' smirk widened as he shook his head slightly, released Sano, and 

turned again.  His cautious demeanor and the hand again on his gun told Sano they were 
moving on.

"So you're in charge of all of this?" Sano asked quietly as they climbed the stairs.
The man looked for a moment as if he wasn't going to answer, was perhaps going 

to advise wordless progress, but then -- perhaps realizing that Sano might explode if he 
tried that shit again -- answered just as softly, "Our organization has three teams; I'm in 
charge of one of them."

"And what the hell are you guys trying to do?"
They'd reached the second floor, and here, upon seeing another camouflage-clad 

person crouched beside a potted plant in the corridor to which the stairs led, yellow-eyes 
relaxed somewhat.  Acknowledging the watcher with a nod, he answered Sano's question 
as they continued down the hall.  "Our goal is to annihilate Ketterect Labor and free all 
the slaves."

Although this was what Sano had guessed, he couldn't help shivering slightly at 
hearing it.  If he hadn't seen all the people with guns... if he didn't know this man was in 
charge of at least part of the operation... he would have thought it an impossibly 
grandiose scheme likely to get more of them killed than freed.

"What are you going to do with me?" he asked next.
"We've arranged for temporary homes for all the slaves; it was the longest and 

most difficult part of the preparation for this mission.  You'll all be acclimatized to free 
society, and hopefully during that time the laws will change."

"No, I mean, what are you going to do with me."
Yellow-eyes paused outside the door they were evidently about to enter and 

looked back at him.  "Whatever you want me to," he said.
In response to Sano's somewhat baffled expression, the man smirked faintly and 

explained.  "It's really up to you whether you want to put up with me after this."  He held 
Sano's gaze for a moment, and Sano really didn't know what to say.  "For the moment," 
he finally continued, turning back to the door, "I'm going to work on keeping you alive 
long enough to decide."



Sano followed him unhesitatingly into the room.  This might prove to be a rather 
long day, but he wasn't sure he minded.

Katsu also felt he was in for a long day.  The lights had gone out, leaving them in 
near-complete darkness in the windowless slave quarters, and, while he and Kaoru 
maintained their dubious cover of the door, the other slaves bombarded Soujirou with 
questions.

Just listening -- on the outside now, as it were -- Katsu could clearly see how 
easily and glibly Soujirou answered only exactly what he wanted to and evaded the rest.  
Some of what the other slaves wanted to know, Katsu guessed, might indeed be 
dangerous or demoralizing; but not all of it was, and there seemed no good reason for 
evasion.  He wondered whether this repressiveness was simply Soujirou's nature.  In any 
case, it didn't seem to be hurting the other slaves' opinion of him; there was already a 
touch of hero-worship to their interaction with him.  Katsu tried very hard not to let this 
make him jealous.

Every moment that passed seemed like an hour as he held the gun, watched the 
faint glint of tears on Kaoru's face, and felt the tension grow; eventually he lost all 
concept of the passage of time.  There was no way to see outside without opening the 
door, there were no clocks, and the questions being posed by his fellows to Soujirou were 
getting disconcertingly repetitive.  Katsu felt he was beginning to go a little crazy.  Was it 
morning or afternoon?  Or another day or year?  Or had time stopped completely?

The gunfire, at least, had stopped completely, after a gradual diminution, and it 
had been some time since Katsu had heard anything beyond the increasingly loud noise 
here inside the building.  Their little set of rooms might have spun out from the rest of the 
world for all he knew, and he might stand here pointing this gun at that unmoving 
rectangle of dim light at the other end of the chamber for the rest of eternity.

Even these thoughts seemed removed by an incomprehensible gulf of time from 
the eventual sounds at the door.

The room fell gradually quiet as the realization that someone was outside filtered 
through its inhabitants.  Most of them, Katsu thought, were turned toward Soujirou in 
apprehensive appeal by the time the knock came.

It was a peculiarly rhythmic knock, obviously a signal of some sort, and in 
response Soujirou's smile widened.  "Looks like it's over," he said cheerfully, and moved 
toward the door.  Gratefully, Katsu lowered his gun.

The sunlight that streamed into the room seemed almost alien after the shadows, 
but the hour of day, at least, could now be guessed at.  Katsu couldn't be surprised at 
seeing what looked like the light of mid-afternoon, given that he'd had no idea what time 
it was.

"Hey, Sou," said the figure that entered, partially blocking the light.
"All clear," Soujirou replied.
"We're on to Phase 4," the man's voice said.  Katsu couldn't make out any details 

beyond his silhouetted figure in the open doorway, but felt predisposed to like the person.  
The combination of his seeming informality and the words 'Phase 4' seemed strange, but 
it really made little difference.  "We'll take over for you here, if you wanna report to the 
captain at the office building."

Soujirou tilted his head curiously.  "Why?"
"Captain's informant wants to hear his friends are safe or something.  Said you'd 

know who to take up there."



If it weren't for the fact that Katsu always heard everything, he might not have 
caught the second sentence.  Overwhelmed with relief at the implications of the first, he 
let out a breath like a sigh and felt suddenly rather weak.  Beside him, he could sense 
much the same reactions from Kaoru and Yahiko.

"Sounds good."  This time Katsu didn't just hear the smile in Soujirou's voice, but 
saw it on his face along with a glint of blue eyes as Soujirou turned toward him and 
gestured.  "Katsu, why don't you come with me?"

Quickly Katsu joined Soujirou at the door, through which the latest arrival had 
moved into the room.  "Hey, folks," the man was saying to the other slaves.  "How you 
doing?"

Outside, shielding his eyes against the sun, Katsu found himself facing a number 
of people clad in camouflage the colors of the forest and carrying various firearms.  He 
couldn't help stopping to stare for a moment, though Soujirou just waved and started up 
the hill.  They stared back, some of them smiling, some grim, some curious.

Katsu shook himself and jogged to catch up with Soujirou.
The latter remarked as Katsu reached him, "It's good to hear that Sano's all right, 

isn't it?"
"Yes," replied Katsu emphatically.  He glanced back at the slave quarter buildings 

as they moved farther up the hill, taking note of the number of camouflage figures he 
could see and their movements.  After a few more paces he felt compelled to comment, 
"Your organization seems really... informal."

"I guess," Soujirou shrugged.  "It works, though."  He added with a slight laugh, 
"People don't disobey the captains."

"That guard of Sano's..."  Katsu had to pause to grimace briefly at his own choice 
of words.  "He's one of the captains?"

Soujirou nodded.  Katsu thought he understood why people didn't disobey, in that 
case.

Although there were two staff buildings that contained offices, apparently 
Soujirou knew what to understand by 'the office building,' as he was headed unerringly to 
the one nearer the complex entrance.  Everywhere Katsu looked there were more 
camouflaged people, standing around, moving purposefully somewhere or other, 
watching him and Soujirou...  It made him a little nervous -- not that he was exactly free 
of that emotion to begin with -- and when they reached the doors to the building he was 
actually relieved to find not a single one in sight (from that angle at least).  There were 
sure to be more inside, though.

A desire had been growing in the back of his head all the way up here, and now as 
Soujirou reached for the door handle Katsu took a deep breath and said his name.  When 
Soujirou turned a questioning smile on him Katsu said, "Hey, listen."  But that wasn't 
really what he meant.  Frowning, reaching for Soujirou's hand to pull him close, Katsu 
bent and kissed him briefly and almost reluctantly.

Soujirou looked a little surprised.  "Does that mean you're not mad at me?"
"Not necessarily," replied Katsu.  He sighed, letting his head fall back to look up 

at the underside of the roof that overhung the doors so he wouldn't be tempted to kiss 
Soujirou again.  "I'm not really sure what it means.  Just... thanks."

Squeezing Katsu's hand briefly and probably smiling, Soujirou released him and 
said, "Let's go find Sano."  Katsu looked down to see him turning back toward the door 
and again reaching for the handle.  He took a deep breath and followed.



15
Time didn't seem to be passing any more quickly for Sano and Katsu once they 

were together, but they didn't mind.  As a matter of fact, they might have said fairly 
positively that they were content now to weather out the long day watching the comings 
and goings of the operatives around the complex.

Yellow-eyes -- whose rank of "captain" apparently allowed him to stay in one 
place and give orders rather than run around like everyone else -- was the only consistent 
sight throughout the afternoon; even Soujirou had to go do something at some point, 
throwing a bright smile at Katsu before he left.

Realizing that here was another question he could probably get answered now, 
Sano strolled over to yellow-eyes' side once Soujirou was out of the room.  "So were his 
orders to seduce Katsu, or what?"  Hearing his friend behind him make a noise 
somewhere between a laugh and a sigh, Sano guessed Katsu and Soujirou had already 
been over this.

Turning fully to face them both with a frown that seemed to indicate existing 
suspicions now confirmed, yellow-eyes answered, "No."

Katsu sighed again.  "Is that going to get him in trouble?"
"We'll see," replied yellow-eyes darkly.
But with taking cryptic, uninformative statements from this man Sano was 

finished.  "We'll see what?" he demanded.  Yellow-eyes was unable to answer, however, 
since at that moment someone entered the room to make a report (or something) and he 
became busied in a professional conversation.

"It's probably a little difficult for him to decide," Katsu speculated, "when he's 
pretty much guilty of the same thing."  Sano could clearly hear the disapproval in his 
barely-lowered voice, and felt his own expression tauten into what might have been 
called a rueful grin.

"I don't wanna say I think he did something horrible to me," he murmured 
reluctantly.  His words grew even quieter as he continued, glancing over at yellow-eyes to 
see if he was still occupied with the other person.  "I was really pissed at him earlier, and 
I don't know exactly how I feel about him or what I want to do... but... well, I dunno."

Katsu snorted.  "That's about how I feel about Soujirou."  Then he sighed again, 
and returned Sano's rueful grin as he shook his head.  Whatever he might have said next 
was prevented, though, by the return of yellow-eyes to their end of the room and his full 
attention to them.

"I also," the latter remarked as if he'd been part of their discussion all along, "have 
to take into consideration exactly what he did and to what extent it could have been 
consensual."

"What do you mean?" asked Sano, a little suspicious.
Katsu gave the false guard an appraising look.  "He means," he explained slowly, 

"that the more mindless he finds me, the less forgivable whatever Soujirou's done will 
be."

Yellow-eyes nodded briefly and turned back to his perusal of some of the 
paperwork he'd rounded up from the various offices.  Sano had no idea what he was 
looking for -- but, then, he really had no idea what kind of paperwork the staff kept in 
their offices.  To be honest, he almost had no idea how to read.



He also had no idea how he felt about what Katsu had just said.
They sat in silence for a while, Katsu at the chair from one of the room's large 

desks and Sano atop the latter, Sano watching yellow-eyes work and Katsu staring out the 
window.  From this room there was a good view of about two thirds of the complex, 
which Sano thought was probably the reason yellow-eyes had chosen to remain there.

Everyone that entered drew Sano's attention -- as much because he wanted to 
watch their interaction with yellow-eyes as that he wanted a better idea of what kind of 
people these were.  For the latter... well, that he had no real idea what 'normal people' 
were like or what to expect from them did occur to him, but he thought most of the 
members of this group could pass for a fairly good approximation.  For the former... it 
didn't surprise him to find that yellow-eyes was something of a jerk to his subordinates, 
nor that they obeyed his orders without argument or hesitation.

All except Aoshi.
Sano couldn't help grinning a little at the other false guard when he entered.  

Aoshi didn't look at him, and kept his conversation with yellow-eyes low -- neither of 
which surprised Sano either.  Aoshi seemed to have a sort of passive-aggressive one-man 
rebellion going on against yellow-eyes' authority, which yellow-eyes tolerated with 
crumbling patience.  This also didn't surprise Sano, given what he'd learned earlier.

Aoshi did cast a cold-eyed and unreadable look at Sano before he left the room, 
and Sano didn't even bother trying not to laugh.  Understandably, he found Katsu 
bemused and curious when he returned his eyes to his friend.

"That's sit-in-a-chair-all-night guy," he explained.  "Aoshi."
"Oh!"  Katsu glanced at the door through which Aoshi had disappeared, then back 

to Sano.  "Did you figure out what his deal was?"
"I'd completely forgot about him earlier, with all this other shit going on, or else I 

would have asked yellow-eyes there," Sano began in a low voice, once again glancing at 
the third man in the room to see if he was listening.  He didn't appear to be, but that didn't 
really mean anything.  "But then Aoshi came in here, a little before you showed up, and I 
remembered.  He acted all worried about whatever yellow-eyes was 'doing with me,' like I 
wasn't even here or couldn't hear what he was saying.  He asked if yellow-eyes was really 
in love with me after less than a month and'd decided to keep me."

Katsu blinked widened eyes, apparently uncertain whether to be more annoyed or 
surprised at the words.

"Yeah," Sano agreed.  "And yellow-eyes said he didn't have to explain anything, 
and Aoshi says something like, 'Of course you don't have to.  But I think you're lonely and 
you're trying to fill the gap with someone you just met, and it's not going to work.'  Then 
-- this is the best part -- yellow-eyes says, 'Lonely?  You have a very high opinion of 
yourself.'"

Katsu's eyes widened even further as the implications of this exchange struck him 
immediately.  "So that's why..."  A grin similar to Sano's was beginning to pull at his 
mouth.

Sano nodded.  "I laughed.  Right out loud.  You shoulda seen the look Aoshi gave 
me."

"It's good to know people other than slaves can have relationship issues."  It was 
only a partly facetious comment, and Katsu's grinning, head-shaking expression was half-
pained.

Sano just grinned back.



Sobering completely, Katsu noted, "You were glad he was jealous."
"Maybe I was," Sano agreed, and couldn't even regret admitting it.  Out of the 

corner of his eye, he noticed yellow-eyes smirking faintly.
Eventually out the window they could see the other slaves exiting the quarters in 

fairly placid, organized lines, and at this point yellow-eyes announced it was time to go 
down.  Looking forward to seeing how Kaoru and Yahiko were doing, they followed him 
from the building.  Perhaps because of their greater understanding of the situation, the 
time they'd spent away from their other friends seemed like an age or more.

By the time Sano, Katsu, and yellow-eyes reached them, the slaves were milling 
about at the entrance to the complex.  They were still roughly organized by quarters 
division, probably simply for convenience, and a kind of count or roll call was being 
conducted by some of the camouflaged operatives.

Whether deliberately or otherwise -- Sano wasn't going to ask -- yellow-eyes led 
them to a spot very near where their friends stood, then turned pointedly away to converse 
with one of his own people.  Sano didn't have time or inclination to attempt to listen in, 
since at that moment Kaoru and Yahiko staged a sort of hugging-and-talking-at-once 
attack on him.

"Ah! shit! shoulder!" Sano grunted in reminder.
With an apology Kaoru drew back far enough to stop hurting him and to look up 

into his face, and actually startled him with hers.  She'd obviously been crying, and that 
didn't do much for anyone's complexion -- but somehow, despite the red blotches that 
were her cheeks and the puffiness around her eyes, she looked better than he'd seen her in 
months.  She looked, in fact, more like the strong and determined Kaoru he'd met a year 
ago than he'd ever thought to see her again.

With a shock, staring at her uplifted expression, he realized suddenly that he'd 
never expected her to survive this far.  Perhaps her lack of faith in her friends' ability to 
escape and come back to rescue her had been in response to their lack of faith in her.  
Perhaps slaves couldn't ever really have faith in each other.  He didn't know.  But now... 
now everything had changed, and in an instant a totally unanticipated and overwhelming 
joy filled him.  He pulled her back into the hug she'd abandoned, ignoring the pain.

Things became very noisy for a while as all the slaves seemed to be discussing 
this turn of events at once, shouting to friends from other quarters or sometimes, it 
seemed, just for the pleasure of shouting without repercussion.  Kaoru and Yahiko were 
not the only ones to be checked on, and for a while Sano and Katsu were pleasantly busy.  
Marveling, plan-making, weeping, speculation, congratulation: it assaulted them from 
every side.  Not everyone was happy, and most were nervous if not downright terrified... 
but the general air was of relief, wonder, and joy.  This, Sano thought, was what a holiday 
must feel like.

As the sky began to blacken, even the redness of sunset fading from the close 
forested horizon, a number of buses pulled up in a neat row just outside the entrance of 
the complex and reilluminated the scene with their bright headlights.  Sano barely 
remembered buses, and these looked bigger and a lot nicer than the ones he recalled 
hazily from the LeMere streets so long ago, but at the moment very little he saw could fail 
to give him pleasure -- especially anything that would help remove the slaves from this 
place, hopefully never to return.  So he grinned at the buses and at the operatives once 
again calling the crowd to order.



Turning, he found yellow-eyes watching him from nearby.  Sano had rather lost 
track of the man in the last couple of hours, though in the back of his thoughts never 
really misplacing him or the indecision connected with him.  Now Sano moved toward 
him a few steps, for no real reason other than a certain feeling of being drawn by the sight 
of him.

He wanted to say something, but this wasn't really the moment for all of his 
serious reflections that tended toward working out the aforementioned confusion.  
Eventually what came out, pointless but at least something, was, "So... buses..."

Yellow-eyes nodded.
"Where are you taking us?"
"A number of different sites.  It isn't safe or practical for everyone to relocate to 

the same place."  Now it was Sano's turn to nod.  Most likely, naming the destinations 
here in front of everyone also wasn't safe or practical, and the names probably wouldn't 
mean anything to Sano anyway... but he couldn't help feeling a little annoyed.  It must 
have shown on his face, too, for yellow-eyes smirked slightly and said, "I'll tell you on the 
way."

"Tell him what?" Katsu wondered as he appeared at Sano's side -- probably in 
response to Soujirou, who'd just appeared beside yellow-eyes.

"Exactly where we're going," Sano answered.  "And where everyone is going," he 
added as an afterthought.  "And all the details of this project of theirs that he hasn't told 
me yet.  Like where they got buses from and shit."

Yellow-eyes snorted.  "You certainly don't ask much."  The sarcasm wasn't meant 
to cut, though.

"You specifically told me I ask too many questions, actually."  Sano stared up into 
the man's face, more flippant than defiant but not willing to be denied his answers.  The 
yellow eyes rolled.

"So..." began Katsu.  He glanced from Soujirou, at whom he'd been looking fairly 
steadfastly, to a nearby operative that was shouting orders to the slaves in the immediate 
vicinity.  "Do we get on the bus with them?"

Yellow-eyes' mouth tightened, and Soujirou's smile turned a little self-conscious.  
"That depends," the false guard said at last.

Sano and Katsu just waited.
"You two are a... special case."  Yellow-eyes shook his head, and the expression 

on his face seemed to reflect an almost helpless sort of frustrated amusement that held a 
touch of self-deprecation.  Neither he nor Soujirou, after all, had probably expected to 
find what they had at Ketterect Labor Complex; Sano was sure neither of them was 
entirely satisfied with his own behavior.  "We'll probably bring you with us in one of the 
trucks... back to our headquarters instead of to a relocation site, and then... you two are 
free now; it depends on what you want."

"Free..."  Had Sano ever really understood that word before?  It tasted strange on 
his lips, sounded unfamiliar in his ears.  He glanced from the interesting look on yellow-
eyes' face to Soujirou's tentative smile to Katsu, and saw the same uncertainty in his 
friend's expression that was probably in his own.  They had Kaoru, Yahiko, and others to 
consider, not to mention the ambiguity of their own attitudes toward their deliverers.  "I... 
don't know," Sano answered at last.  Katsu shook his head to indicate similar feelings.

"Well, you have three hundred miles to think about it," Soujirou smiled.
Yellow-eyes nodded.



Glancing at Katsu again, Sano couldn't help smiling too.  The one thing he could 
be sure of was that, whatever strange complications had arisen thus far, neither of them 
would regret these events or even meeting these men, whatever they decided.  They had 
three hundred miles -- and more -- to think about it; Sano believed, at this point, that 
neither Soujirou nor his superior officer would pressure either of the two former slaves.

They had all the time in the world.  This was what Souzou had wanted; this was 
what Souzou would always have wanted for them.  They were free -- free -- to come to 
their own decisions, to determine their own future.


