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"Aronin, we never see you at these things. Give it a chance."

Aronin didn't frown, forcing himself to remain impassive. "I would be better off using my time in service to the H'kan Empire and her interests rather than wasting time here." He sighed, flicking his tail in annoyance.

"There are more pleasures in life than victory or conquest." Pheloch, a commander of good reputation but far less ambition than Aronin, refused to let his friend back out of the Trade Dance. "You have never had a consort or a mate, why not a slave? At least a diversion for a few moments to temper your zeal for conquest."

"Is that not our purpose?" Aronin squirmed in discomfort as Pheloch steered him by the armor plates on his shoulders to join the throng of other high-ranking Be'kor as they packed the audience, angling towards the higher seats with more privacy from the others. Aronin found himself pushed into a room with its own door, touch screens near the chairs, and a high view of the stage to see every offering as they were presented.

"The Empire can spare you for a night, my friend." Pheloch kept his webbed and clawed hands on Aronin's shoulders until he was certain he would stay put.

"I endure this under great protest." He grimaced under the moody lighting that muddied the deep blue hues of his scaly skin.

"You endure all pleasure with protest." Pheloch took the only other seat in their box. It was his assurance of privacy that finally got Aronin to surrender to the invitation. "Gossip is not a motivator for you, I know, but consider how the other warlords will focus harder on expanding the Empire when they stop gossiping about how prudish you are."

"Only then will this not be a complete waste of time." Aronin tapped his tail on the plush carpeting in annoyance.

Pheloch chucked as the lights went down and successfully hid Aronin's petulant scowl. Unlike his annoyed friend, Pheloch embraced the thrill of the swelling music to herald the dramatic lowering of the audience lights, making the touch screen panel in front of their seats glow.

"Welcome glorious citizens and warriors of the H'kan Empire to the Dance of Delights; displaying the finest slaves in the galaxy!" The announcer's voice vibrated the air and a spotlight flashed to life and the host took a vainglorious bow; prompting Aronin to sigh in frustration.

"Aronin, please. If you are not in the spirit, at least let me enjoy myself." Pheloch swiped through the welcome message to the first offerings in the dance. The images featured overly made up faces, many sporting forced smiles.

"Gods, there are a lot of humans this time." Pheloch swiped faster through the profiles at the smooth faces lacking proper cerulean skin and pointed ears of Be'kor. And to lack a tail? Preposterous, Aronin thought, impatient for all this to end and resigning himself to the spectacle on stage.

"Earth is our most recent acquisition. We are still rounding up resistance who of course will end up as slaves if they avoid execution." Aronin shook his head. "Pathetic soft creatures; easily injured. I am amazed they bothered to petition as a colony after they were conquered."

The music blared as the first of the offerings made their entrance. Not many humans among this group; mostly Lucic and Perdici gyrating to the beat to show how flexible and virile servants they would make for possible masters. 

Pheloch did not need slaves. His mate and paid servants kept his home and offspring in order while he was in service to the Empire. He only came to watch the show and perhaps entice Aronin, who led a solitary life and had no use for servants or slaves. What use were they aboard a starship? Just another body using up the air, food, water, and power without contributing more than a distraction.

But true to his word, Aronin kept his impatience and boredom to himself to allow his battle brother the satisfaction of believing he could enjoy these things.

Pheloch's tail whipped around his chair as he excitedly compared the delights on stage with the statistics on screen; stamina, the color of sex organs, sensitivity, obedience, fertility or lack thereof, species, and if they have been owned before.

"Planning on a purchase?" Aronin picked at his claws.

"If I see something exceptional, I might. My mate may appreciate extra help with our children while I'm away."

"She must be busy with so many children." Aronin shook his head, having no desire for a brood of his own. Yet more things to distract from his job.

The lights shifted and the music lowered and changed into a jaunty tune. "Ah, this group is just the return chorus. Leftovers, bah! I'll get us some drinks so we can really enjoy when they get to the prime offerings!" Without waiting for an answer, Pheloch left Aronin alone.

The sheer amount of color and movement drew his eyes to the stage where the offerings danced, some beaten down and going through the motions, others uncomfortable on stage, while the others tried hard to stand out among the crowd to attract a new master. 'Pathetic.' He thought, flipping through the faces on the screen trying to match the dancer to the statistics when the offerings shifted and a new set of dancers twirled onto the stage in the same pattern: reluctant, broken, or overdone prancing dolls.

In the process of rolling them, Aronin's yellow eyes were drawn to find a unique figure in the back row. The human woman smiled as she danced; pale skin glistening with sweat and cheeks flushed with exertion as she swirled her hips and spun around. Not precise but the joy in her movements held his attention. She was genuine, ecstatic, and unafraid of any fate beyond her and the music and it sparked something in his lower belly he hadn’t felt in years.

Aronin tapped at the screen, flipping through the files until he found her. In the photo, she had the same blank expression as the others, a far cry from the dynamic rapture under the bright lights. Offering number 2061, human, 38 years old, multiple masters and had produced strong offspring. She’s a hard worker with good behavior but developed an icy attitude over time. Previous owners called her sullen but cooperative.

It didn't matter if she missed a step or beat, 2601 smiled and reveled in the music. Aronin placed a bid without noting the price.

"Did you just make a purchase?" Pheloch, damn his stealth, appeared over his shoulder with drinks in hand. "I cannot believe it! Which one?"

Aronin almost dropped the glasses as they were shoved into his hands as Pheloch lunged for the screen before Aronin could clear it. "This one? She wouldn't last two days on your warship. You are rarely anywhere else."

Aronin had no answer, only thinking of 2601 on stage.

"You must be smitten. I believed that was impossible." Pheloch leaned back in his chair with a satisfied smirk.

"One more word and I'll tell your mate you purchased a bed warming slave for your ship." Aronin growled.

Pheloch burst out laughing and finished his drink in one gulp. "No need for such violent threats, my friend. I won't say a word but this will not stay secret for long. Coming to the dances is out of character enough, but to buy? Be prepared for your worst fear: becoming the center of attention."

-
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AFTER THE DANCES, 2601 joined the rest of the slaves as they waited for their numbers to be called. Another slave brushed by her, almost knocking her over but she stayed on her feet.

“I see you’ve been returned again.” The younger male sneered at her, his thin lips curled in a grin. “I wonder why you humans are even allowed at these offerings. You never last long.”

2601 straightened her shoulders and kept her eyes down, the glittering fabric and jewels of her stage outfit sliding over her skin. “A slave is not to question the decisions of their betters, Kozin. Our place is to obey.”

The man cackled, his thin chest bouncing with laughter. “One more appointment like the last and you’ll be sent to hard labor, I bet.” He tossed his light green curls. “I have been chosen by a powerful master at my first dance. I  doubt I’ll ever see you again because I have been bred to serve. Not captured like an animal.”

2601 said nothing and went to stand with the other slaves she’d danced with. She wouldn’t mind remaining at the dances as long as she could if she got the chance to enjoy the freedom of the stage; the one place where every movement wasn’t controlled by others.

“Alright, line up for your assignments!” The guard called and every offering scrambled to their place and waited for their numbers to be called
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