When Beau was little, he could remember living on earth.  The cramped quarters and busy streets, the way that his mother had complained that they couldn’t even take a lift thanks to overpopulation.  There were some visits to parks that were filled with lush forests and wildlife, but for most of his memories they were all fixed in a city that came with rules and stipulations for children.  He remembered enough of it that he could appreciate life on Rathiane once his father had secured a job with a security firm and they were able to go off-world.

 

It wasn’t just that the planet had spacious cities where houses had space between them, it was the fact that it also came with advanced technology and freedoms that they hadn’t had on Earth.  Here, it was perfectly normal for him to go over to a friend’s house without an escort.  Once a child was past the age of ten they could go all sorts of places without people looking at them strangely, so he loved the fact that he could just go off on his own as long as he took the locator bracelet with him.  He remembered enough about Earth to know that wouldn’t have been allowed. 

 

Freedom.

 

He was only just starting to grasp that Rathas were a race that both heavily believed in freedom of their people, but less so for lesser species.  And everyone was a lesser species to Rathas.  Beau had been hearing that since the day they landed and warned that he needed to take care to never let his bracelet come off since it marked his visa status.  His best friend, Nevan, had first met him under the impression that he was a ‘wild’ human.

 

“I guess it’s weird seeing a kid with a visa.”  Nevan had commented with a grin on his hook beaked mouth.  “I don’t think I’ve met any human children before.”  Had been his greeting when they’d met, the interest on the Rathas face had been intense and he was full of questions.  He was several years older than Beau, who’d been nine when they’d met and Nevan twelve.  The Ratha had confessed that he was starting to observe other species since he would eventually be getting a trainer license to have his own pet when he turned fifteen.  Another practice that was unique to the Rathas, though Beau hardly understood why they’d refer to higher lifeforms as pets.  Pets, to him, were dogs and cats, horses and the like if you were really rich, but his mother had told him that every species was different.

 

The Rathas had spent their earliest forming civilization conquering and enslaving other races.  From the moment they were able to break free of the planet they had felt it was their divine right to lay claim to any other species that they were able to overpower.  Beau didn’t really understand that, but he knew it meant that Nevan saw nothing wrong with the fact he got his training license.  He celebrated it and Beau was just as happy for him, especially since Nevan had contacted him first.

 

“Hit that red mark!”  Nevan jostled him a little as the Ratha struck the mark behind him with his tail.  “You need to hit it harder.” 

 

“I’m trying, I don’t have a tail!”  Beau protested and slammed his foot behind him to try and hit his foot behind him again and groaned.  “This isn’t working.”

 

“I got it!” Nevan flashed a wide smile and snapped his tail down hard against the mark, making the game show an eruption of applause as they came to the end.  “You’re getting better!”

 

“Only ‘cause you can use your tail.”  Beau said with a puff and flopped back onto the padded chair.  “I wish I had one.”

 

“You just need to use your legs more, they’re still kinda short.”  Nevan reached out and poked him with a blunt claw. “Ugh, I think my parent’s guests are starting to arrive.”

 

“That’s good!  I bet you get presents.”  Beau said wistfully and glanced behind them towards the wide open area that led into a flower filled garden.  He could see more Rathas arriving, the click of their beak tipped muzzles and the sound of their language lilting and trilling.  The big open areas behind the house and wide open rooms was one of the reasons Beau enjoyed hanging out here.  Not that his home was bad, but it was smaller and they didn’t have a proper yard.

 

“Nah, the present is gonna be all the gear I’m gonna need.”  Nevan commented and sprawled on his own chair, letting his tail fall over the edge as he drew up a tablet. “I’ve had a wish list going for ages, but a lot of it is kinda pricy I think.”

 

“Oh, yeah, I can bet.”  Beau tried to sound like he understood, but he felt as though he were missing the point.  His parents had told him that he would understand when he was older, which was a cop out, and when he hesitantly asked Nevan the Ratha had just shrugged.

 

“I’ve got a short list narrowed down too.  Used to be able to just go off world and have this whole thing where you’d get your own, but you know…”  Nevan sighed and Beau made a noise like he did understand.  “But it’s hard to really pick, you know?  It’s not like I can just switch them out, not when I’ve just got my trainer learner’s permit.  My mentor says it’s important to pick the right one.”

 

“I’m sure you will.” Beau assured him and glanced at the screen that was up, the Ratha was flicking through it with a finger.

 

There were pictures and profiles, some of which he’d seen because Nevan seemed to be so excited, but a lot of them were entirely naked.  He didn’t like to look at those profiles.  Italways made him feel awkward and embarrassed, but Nevan didn’t seem affected or embarrassed.  He’d seen the younger Ratha show his parents prospective pets excitedly and they’d just smiled at him indulgently.  He was sure if he showed his parents naked pictures like that he’d get in trouble.

 

As the gathering began to rev up, it became clear that it was more an adult party than one that was meant for them to be involved.  Occasionally a relative would stop in to talk to Nevan or congratulate him, a few even brought him gifts, though they seemed to be things meant for his future slave.  Beau had a few people glance at him briefly and he tried not to squirm when one asked if he’d already picked up his prospect.  That made him glare a little while Nevan pointed to where his parents had arrived for the party.

 

They gave up playing games once the adults had control of everything.  Instead Nevan flopped down beside him and casually took up space, the sleek hide was warm to the touch.  It was comfortable as they squished together, though the first time it’d happened Beau had felt rather awkward about it.  After all, it was an invasion of personal space that he’d never had from any human friends, but Ratha often had problems relegating their temperature and sharing body heat was simply a way to show trust and friendship.  Once he figured that out, he let himself relax into casual touch, accepting it as just a part of a culture he was just starting to get used to.

 

“Are you really gonna go for a human?”  Beau asked quietly as he saw a picture of a teenage girl on the screen, dark hair and eyes, which Nevan was taking a closer look at.  She was topless with her arms crossed across her chest to hide herself.

 

“Maybe.  They’re good to start with and it’d be nice training a species I have experience with, but… I dunno, I know you aren’t that comfortable with the idea, even if they’re pets for a good reason.” Nevan cast him a sidelong grin before shrugging. “You’ll see, I’m gonna get my full license faster than anyone else in my age group.”

 

“Bet you will.”  Beau elbowed him lightly and got a huff of laughter in response as the young male continued to flick through the pictures.  “I mean, I’d like to say I’d be okay with you getting a human slave, but I’m not really sure how I feel.  Kinda weird to be honest.”

 

The Ratha hummed thoughtfully at that but didn’t continue the topic as he continued to flick through the possible offerings.  Nevan was so easy to get along with, his first real friend, and Beau had begun to count him as his very best friend.  At first, it’d been a little weird having the Ratha as a friend, but the longer they hung out, the more comfortable he became.  Until it stopped being so odd to have a friend that was so much taller than him or so strange looking, or even the way he seemed to be thinking of taking on a human slave to train. 

 

The only time they were disturbed was when food was ready and he was treated to a small feast.  Rathas tended to a meat heavy diet, but there were some side plates that had veggies that he figured Nevan’s mom had put out for the humans.  He didn’t really are about them, what he cared about was the dessert.  Thick silky cake that was more like a pudding with a crunch crust that tasted a little like toffee.  Thanks to the distraction of Nevan showing off some of his choices to the party he was able to snag a double helping. 

 

Nevan followed him a little later with a conspiratorial grin on his face and a second helping as well, flopping down in a chair together.  The length of the broad tail moved to drape right against Beau’s back as they ate their booty.  They giggled to one another happily.  All and all, it was a great night, and Beau left in high spirits.

 

That lasted only until they arrived back at the modest home that his father’s company paid for.  And the letter.

It was a notice placed on the door in vibrant red, the bold lettering on it standing out and Beau wasn’t sure what was happening as his father had hurried them into the house.  Both of his parents were silent, the tension palpable as he was told to go to bed, it was late.  It was the sort of dismissal that he had gotten countless times in the past, normally when his parents decided there was something that he wasn’t supposed to know.  It was the same sort of stuff that always happened and he huffed as he went off to his room, but knew just how to drop himself near one of the vents to listen to what was going on.

 

Most conversations they had like this weren’t interesting at all, though a few had to do with him and school, but this time he barely strain to hear them as their voices were raised up as if in an actual argument.  He dropped down onto his belly and pressed his ear against the vent anyway to hear what they were saying.

 

“….never said anything!  How could you not tell me?!”  His mother’s voice was high pitched, cracking slightly.  “We’re a partnership, we came here as partners!”

 

“I thought I could fix it!  There are other jobs, and our savings should have been enough.”  His father responded in a tone Beau had never heard before.  “I thought it would be enough until I could find another job, I really did, but they aren’t hiring and we didn’t have enough to leave!”

 

“But if you’d told me I would have found…”  His mother trailed off.  “This is the end of your working visa, our status here!  We don’t have any legal protections.  Did you approach the consulate?!”

 

“They would have done worse than bankrupt us!  They’re predatory when you need help, the loan I did take was bad enough!”  Beau shrank back from the louder voice of his father.  “There has to be a way out of this.”

 

“What way?!  Our credentials are shot in 24 hours, we’ll be… Did you even think about what this means?!  We have no protections, there is nothing that keeps a roof over our head, our family..”  His mother choked out a sound that might have been tears.  “They’ll enslave us!  You heard them talking tonight.”

 

“There has to be a way out, they can’t just enslave us, we’ve known them.  We’ve worked beside them.” His father sounded desperate while Beau felt his heart begin to hammer against his chest.  “I’ll find a job, or work something out.  I’m not a stranger or someone brought here as a slave, they know me!  We were just at a party with ones we count as friends.”

 

“Your work visa is in violation, there is no job that will accept you and I don’t have one!”

 

He jerked back away from the talk, his heart in his throat as he tried to wrap his mind around the conversation. He knew that the visa that his father worked on kept them legal, he knew the protections it afforded them, but it was clear that was no longer the case.  He looked down at the bracelet that had a set code in it that marked him as being here and unavailable for slavery.  Would they take it off?  Or would it just stop reading if someone scanned it? 

 

Would he be on the websites that Beau had been looking at earlier while searching for his pet?  The thought made his stomach twist as he remembered the girl that had been standing topless in the photo with her hands covering her chest.  A jolt of fear raced through him as his mind ran through all the different slaves he’d seen, the trainers.  It had been a part of his life for a couple of years, but that didn’t mean he was immune to it.  He’d always felt pity for them, especially since some trainers were supposedly harsh.

“We can run!”  He heard his mother saying, her voice scaring Beau with the fear in it.  “Grab Beau and we’ll…”

 

“The bracelets would alert them and if we remove them, they’ll know that too.”  His father said roughly. “Why do you think they have locators?  They’re probably watching us even now, if we remove them and run they’ll be here before we can get far.  Then we’ll be worse than slaves, we’ll get pushed into the auction house as ‘troubled.’  They’ll

 

Beau gulped down a breath and looked down at the bracelet that had been his lifeline in knowing that he wasn’t one of the ‘poor humans’ that were kept by the Rathans.  He knew there was a locator on it, that was the purpose of them too, so his parents knew where he was, but now it looked sinister as panic began to rise through him.  He felt his breath catch in his throat as he thought about being put up to any number of trainers.  Even Nevan had reluctantly agreed that some trainers used harsh methods.  He called them ‘outdated’, though, but Beau couldn’t stop the fear from rising.

 

He didn’t want to be put up on auction.  It felt as though the world slowed down as his mind ran in panicked circles, chasing round and round while he struggled to come up with a way that he wouldn’t end up like the humans he saw on the streets.  If his parents were sure there was no escape, then there probably wasn’t, but what if there was?  What if they just didn’t see that there was a way out? 

 

His thoughts went towards Nevan. After all, he had just gone through his trainer certification to get his permit. He’d know all about how humans ended up in the system.  If anyone could figure out a way out, it’d be him, in fact, Beau would be a hero then wouldn’t he?  He’d know exactly how to game the system with Nevan’s help and probably find a way to stay here as well.  They were just looking at it from the human side instead of the alien side of things.

 

He pushed the window open to his bedroom and listened for any sound that his parents might hear him opening it.  They were still arguing loudly and he let out a breath of relief.  He closed his eyes and then pushed himself through the open window to drop down on the other side.  He remained alert for any reaction from his parents, but they were clearly busy with other things.  There were no yells or attempts to stop him as he straightened up and ghosted his way through the familiar streets on his way back to his best friend’s house.

Beau didn’t dare knock on the door when he got there, he wasn’t sure what Nevan’s parents would think and if they might know about his change in status.  Instead, he went around to the side and climbed through bushes despite the prickly jabs of the stiff branches that pushed against him.  He squirmed his way through to the other side with a breath of relief as he saw the light was on in his best friend’s bedroom.  He had been afraid that maybe the party might still be going with people lingering to talk to him.

 

“Nevan?” He hissed out and rapped his knuckles against the window firmly, but hopefully not loudly enough to disturb the rest of the house.

 

There were a few rattling noises and then a burst of music as if Nevan had taken off a set of headphones before the window slid open and the vibrant red head poked out.  “Beau?” 

 

“Help me up!  It’s an emergency.”  Beau said and tried to grab onto the higher ledge.  “Something's happened!”

 

“Emergency?  Did… do your parents know you’re here?”  The Ratha blinked his eyes a few times and then reached down to grab ahold of his forearms.  “You just left.”

 

“I know!” he burst out and gave a jump as the grip helped get him enough lift to scramble over the ledge.  The Ratha was larger than him and it was almost laughably easy for Nevan to lift him up.  “My Dad lost his job!”

 

“Huh?”  Nevan blinked a few times, his confusion seeming to grow.  “Well, it happens, probably—”

 

“He lost it a while ago!” Beau explained as he dropped down into the familiar bedroom. 


It was larger than his own, with a bed that had a heated mattress to allow the Ratha to sleep in comfort.  It was filled with a full size screen on the wall and all sorts of interesting tech and toys.  Most of them were supposedly educational, but they were a lot more fun than anything Beau had ever played with for learning.  He felt the instinctive twinge of envy as he straightened up.

 

“He lost his visa!  T-tomorrow, we’ll be like any other human on this planet illegally.”  Beau admitted slowly and drew in a steadying breath. “I thought, you just went through the test to get your permit, you know about how humans without visas work, you know how to fix it.  Right?”

 

“I…”  There was a flicker of a blink while Nevan stared at him, his mobile face showing surprise.  “What do you mean?  You don’t have a visa anymore?!”

 

“I don't think so”  Beau said miserably. “But you know how to work around it, right?  You went through all those legal questions studying, I helped you study, I remember some.  There’s a way to make us exempt, right?”

 

Nevan’s expression changed rapidly, but it was too quick and Beau felt as though he couldn’t quite get a grasp on what emotions were lurking there. He just knew that he felt a surge of hope that there wasn’t a simple statement of ‘no’.  Instead, he was treated to a heavy sigh as the Ratha dropped down on the bed.

 

“If he’s lost his visa, there’s… there’s nothing.   He would have had weeks to appeal it.”  Nevan said with a faint grimace that showed a flash of sharp teeth. “They don’t pull it unless it’s past the point of no return.  And not just losing your job.”

 

“I think he got in money trouble.”  He said with a little flinch. “At least, that’s what I overheard them talking about.”

“That’s not good, Beau.”  Nevan said and Beau felt his expression falter as he sank down onto the corner of the bed. 

 

“Then we’re just… g-gonna be like the other humans?” He stared down at his bracelet and rubbed it.  “But I’m a kid.  And my Mom didn’t do anything either!”

 

“You’re a family unit.”  Nevan moved and dropped an arm over his shoulders, pulling him into a hug that tucked him in close with easy affection.  “The visa from him is blanket applied to allow you here.”

 

“They can’t just… s-send us back to Earth?” He asked and hated that his voice broke slightly.  “We didn’t do anything.”

 

“That’s now how we view families here.”  The Ratha stroked down his back lightly and leaned into him.  “But it won’t be so bad, you’ll be taken care of, and it’s for your own good. You won’t go hungry or lack somewhere to stay.  And your owner might be a great one.  They might even free you one day, that’s not unheard of.”

 

Nevan’s voice brightened as he offered that, as if it were a gift and Beau found himself staring at the Ratha.  He knew their beliefs differed, but the way he talked made it sound as though he were being told to finish his dinner because it was good for him.  He felt his cheeks heat up and his temper gave a small lurch.  He found himself shifting in place, almost pulling away.

 

“And the auction house is a good place for humans.  They’ll keep you with your family for as long as possible.”  Nevan continued with a small smile and rubbing a hand against Beau’s back soothingly.  “And younger humans are priced high enough that you shouldn’t end up with someone that doesn’t know how to take care of you.”

Nevan continued to talk about how the humans that were put on auction were cared for, what he could plan on experiencing when he was picked up.  He made it sound like the most natural thing in the world, discussing how his temperament would be tested and he’d be given a few general examinations, but it was all under a supervisory board so he’d get the best care.  Every word that was supposed to make him feel better ended up making his stomach drop further and further while he was given a glimpse into what the future was going to hold. 

 

He couldn’t imagine being taken into an auction facility, or being tested, examined.  No matter that he’d be fed and cared for, or even that he’d be kept with his family until he was actually sold, he’d have his entire fate tossed to whoever had the money to purchase him.  His stomach twisted about and he sucked in a trembling breath before he closed his eyes against the wave of panic that was growing.  There really was no way free, he’d be sold a stranger and….

 

“Nevan!”  Beau interrupted the talk about how he’d be able to even work to improve himself in order to gain freedom.  “You could be my owner!”

 

Nevan snapped his muzzle shut, his hooked beak clicked together firmly while he stared with shock and surprise.  “What?”

 

“You’re a trainer now, well sort of, you’re able to have your first pet.  Why don’t you just have me?”  He burst out and felt a wave of giddiness as he saw the loophole clearly.  “I don’t need to be picked up for auction at all, I’d be like.. considered a stray, right?”

 

“Beau….” Nevan shifted and gave an uncomfortable twitch of his tail, the hand along Beau’s back dropping down.  “I’m not really a trainer, I just have my learners permit, and I’m still under a mentor.”

 

“So?!  You know me!”  Beau nearly wriggled in delight and gave a wide smile, relief tumbling through him.  “I’d be here all the time then, we’d live together, and you could free me.”

 

“No I can’t!  I’m not allowed to free a slave, I’m still a learner, not a real trainer yet.”  Nevan protested and gave a sympathetic smile. “You’d be a lot better with someone with more experience, you know?”

“Not really.”  Beau shifted to face his best friend, trying to look earnest.  “You could keep me then, that’d work, and when you get your license properly you could free me.”

 

“I’d have to train you.”  Nevan pointed out and didn’t quite look at him. “I couldn’t just take you on to hang out, part of the learner’s permit is training a wild slave and proving that I’ve learned everything.  Darrios will expect me to hit every milestone, she’ll check in.”

 

“That’s easy, I’m not really an animal, so I can just do what you tell me.”  Beau pushed and gave his friend a pleading smile. “Nevan, we won’t see each other again, I’ll be sold.  You could do this!  Your parents would probably even like having a known human here.”

 

“I.. don’t think it’s a good idea.”  The Ratha said slowly and heavily.  “It’s not like I’ve had a lot of experience.”

“So?  I don’t need experience, I just don’t want to be sold to someone unknown.”  Beau responded stubbornly and swallowed a lump in his throat. “It’s me.”

“Exactly!  It’s you!”  Nevan sounded almost frantic as the words burst out.  “What if I really mess things up?  Darrios is going to help, but a lot of this is on me, I’m going to be judged and if I make a mistake, it won’t be helping you at all.”  He shifted and his tail started to twitch against the bed nervously.  “It could even hurt you if you have to go to another owner and have been poorly trained.”

 

The thought of the auction house continued to loom through Beau’s thoughts, weighing heavily as he imagined what was going to happen when tomorrow came and he was considered wild.  No, this was the best option, so what if Nevan had to train him?   He could handle it.  He trusted his friend.  At least he knew that Nevan wasn’t sadistic and wouldn’t be neglectful. It’d be great.

 

“Can we just try?  Please?!  You said yourself that you thought you’d get your license quicker than anyone!”  Beau reached out to wrap an arm around his friend, trying to pull in closer.  “We’d be great together.”

 

“I can… I can take you tomorrow, I’m meeting my mentor and Darrios was going to help me pick out the best slave from my short list.”  Nevan said slowly, but his words were filled with hesitation.  “She might say no.”

 

“But you’ll ask?”  Beau felt the relief building again. The wild surge of hope left him feeling giddy as he smiled at his best friend, licking his lips.  “Right?”

 

“I’ll ask.”  Nevan said slowly and ran a hand along the smooth hide of his head.  “That means you should stay over here, I can bet that your parents will be taken tomorrow and we don’t want you getting snagged up.”

 

“Sleepover then.” He flashed a smile and nudged his friend, trying to make him look happier.  “Don’t worry, Nevan, this is gonna work out, I just know it.”

 

There was a surge of dismay at not being with his parents again, but at the same time, what else could he do? The idea of being cast aside and thrown to the mercy of whoever had the money to buy him was terrifying.  His mind was filled with pictures from the tablet he’d seen, naked humans, wide eyed and collared with the blanket white collars of an unclaimed slave.  At least this way he’d be given a good home with his best friend.  He just had to get Nevan’s mentor to agree with him.  It wasn’t the best solution, but it was a solution.

