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PROLOGUE

The two dozen pretty slave girls stood on the platform, smiling, waving to the audience, dancing and singing the songs they had rehearsed. They made a lovely sight. They were bare breasted, wearing only their scanty blue-green skirts wrapped around their waists and tucked in. The new girls were shyly covering their breasts with their hands. Annamarie clutched the flimsy material firmly, terrified that the slightest movement would cause it to become untucked and slip off. The girls were naked beneath their skirts.

But Arena audiences expected something a little stronger. Mr Percival pressed a button. Unseen by either the girls or the spectators, a concealed grating opened beneath the water level of the artificial lake.

It was Charlotte who first saw the movement in the water. The pretty blonde had been the young wife of a doctor back home on Hyperion, before the raid. Now she was a slave girl in a brothel. Worse still, the brothel, called Damsels in Distress, held the contract to perform the monthly Games at the Arena in Akkad City.

Charlotte screamed and pointed at something moving in the water. Beside her, Annamarie Warburton looked to see what it was. All at once, several more girls saw it.

It was a crocodile.

There could be no doubt about it. It was a terrible, ugly creature, seven or eight feet long. All thought of singing, dancing, smiling or waving vanished instantly. The frantically screaming girls retreated to the centre of the platform, forming a tight, hysterically screaming knot. In the confusion, several of their skirts became untucked and slipped off. Naked but with no thought of modesty now, they dashed to and fro in search of a way off the platform. For the first time they realised that the walkway had been removed. They no longer had any route of escape.

Several girls were screaming frantically and waving their arms, trying to alert someone in authority to what was happening. Surely, Charlotte thought, surely Mr Percival will realise that something terrible has happened and send people to rescue us. Why is it taking so long?

If only Mr Percival would save her, Charlotte would do everything the customers wanted. Mr Percival had told her what the men would expect of her at The Damsels. If only he gave her a chance, she would be good. She would always try her very, very best to make her customers enjoy her. She would never be disobedient. Never.

Charlotte, Juliet, her sister Janina, Annamarie, Hazel and all the other girls knew now that the crocodiles had not been released by accident. They carried on screaming anyway.

1: THRILLED TO BITS

To be entirely fair to the Akkadisi, most of them are probably no more cruel than any randomly chosen section of humanity, except to the extent that any innate human tendency to cruelty has been fostered and nurtured.

Poltiss, V: A History of Akkadis (Academe Press: Tolon, 3024)

This was the final act of the day’s Arena performance, and it had begun innocently enough. Juliet, Janina, Fern, Annamarie, Hazel, Tamika, Hannah, Charlotte, Rosie, Stephanie and a number of other ‘Damsels’ were in the Arena once more. Those who had run in the chariot race had hurriedly bathed. As a reward for their victory, Carla and Nikki had been excused from performing in the final act of the games.

The surface of the Arena was now beneath three feet of water. During the interval, valves had been opened and water had flooded in from huge outlets. Workmen had assembled a platform in this artificial lake, made of moveable sections like interlocking tables, approached by a walkway. The platform was halfway along the Arena so that those in the First Class enclosure would have the best view of it. The six fibresteel posts rose up from the waters, smooth, solid and tall, supporting the light fittings. A rail or girder connected the posts. About ten rings, each the size of a dinner plate, were suspended from ropes hanging down from this rail.

For those spectators who had chosen to remain in their seats during the interval there had been music, and powerful lights from beneath the water which illuminated it alternately in different colours, and fountains which sprayed jets of water high into the air, also lit up in different colours.

Then the two dozen girls walked to the platform. Mercifully the worst of today’s ordeal was over, Juliet thought. Mr Smirke had left. Stephanie and another girl called Jacquie had both seen his vehicle leaving.

And for this final act of the day’s programme, they were at least allowed some clothing, albeit of a very scanty nature. Each girl had been given a skirt, little more than a rectangle of shiny bluish green material which they had wrapped snugly around their waists. Beneath these skirts they were bare. They tucked the overlapping fabric in firmly to spare themselves from further humiliation. The skirts came down to her ankles but left their right thighs visible.

The girls were all topless and all wore their hated carriage bells. They had been instructed to smile and wave to the crowd. The new girls in particular covered their breasts with one hand and waved with the other. Mr Percival had no objection to this. The hint of modesty was rather charming, he thought, though obviously absurd.

Juliet was acutely embarrassed. She was terrified that her skirt would simply pull loose and fall down. She wished she could use her other hand to hold the fabric closed, but Mr Percival had been very insistent about waving at the crowd. She glanced at her sister. It was an immodest, indecent way to dress, but considering that an hour ago they had been running naked in front of a crowd of several thousand, they were grateful even for the skimpy skirts.

They sang the first song, swaying to the music as they had been taught. It was an old song about a girl pining for her absent sailor fiancé. There was a nautical theme to this act. The girls were supposed to resemble mermaids; hence the long skirts, to cover their legs, at least in part.

The more experienced Damsels wondered what would happen next. Thankfully, Smirke had departed. Some, like EmmaJane, remembered the painful evening half a year before, when his troop of amorous baboons had been unleashed upon her and her helpless companions.

EmmaJane had been at the Damsels for several years. She had been seized in a remote part of her home world of Selimpono by Atkoi rebels who called themselves ‘Ziandans.’ She had been transported to Akkadis, branded, and sold at the Rose Garden. Now she was a pleasure slave at the Damsels in Distress.

EmmaJane knew that despite her best efforts, Mr Percival was not pleased with her. Twice in recent months customers had complained about her. Mr Percival said that she did not smile enough. Several times she had failed to meet her earnings targets. She was attractive, with a good figure and full, firm breasts, shoulder length light brown hair and a pretty face. But at twenty-seven, EmmaJane sensed that Mr Percival considered her expendable. Now, as the first Saturday of each month approached, EmmaJane’s heart was filled with dread.

EmmaJane glanced at the rings hanging high above the Arena and wandered what they could be for. She had never noticed rings hanging from the girder before. She was nervous. What danger might drop down from these rings on to the girls below? Baboons could hold onto rings, but if it was baboons again, why was the Arena full of water? EmmaJane could think of no answer to her questions, and she had no opportunity to discuss it with her companions.

Mr Percival, of course, knew the answer to EmmaJane’s unspoken question. Smirke’s services, though admittedly excellent, were astronomically expensive. But Smirke was not required for the next act. Another, much cheaper contractor had arranged it. Mr Percival pressed a button. His sense of timing was excellent. The spectators were becoming restless. The girls were pretty enough in their skimpy costumes, smiling, waving, dancing and singing, but Arena audiences expected something a little stronger. Unseen by either the girls or the audience, a concealed grating opened beneath the water level.

It was Charlotte who first screamed and pointed at something moving in the water. Beside her, Annamarie looked to see what it was. All at once, a dozen girls saw it.

It was a crocodile.

There could be no doubt about it. It was a terrible, ugly creature, seven or eight feet long. All thought of singing, dancing, smiling or waving vanished instantly. The girls retreated to the centre of the platform, forming a tight, hysterically screaming knot. Then for the first time, they noticed that the walkway had been removed. They no longer had any route of escape. Several girls were waving their arms and screaming frantically, trying to alert someone in authority to what was happening. Surely, Charlotte thought, surely Mr Percival will realise that something terrible has happened and send people to rescue us. Why is it taking so long?

Crocodiles are both intelligent and social creatures, and the screams had drawn the attention of more of them to the girls on the platform. Several were now slowly circling and exploring their new environment. The platform was no higher than the water surrounding it and there was nothing to stop the creatures from clambering on to it, except that they had not yet realised that a plentiful supply of helpless prey awaited them there. That realisation would not take long.

The first crocodile to crawl onto the platform was not one of the largest. It was perhaps eight feet long. The screams increased to a higher pitch and volume and the knot of hysterical girls retreated to the further side of the platform. To their horror a second creature followed it. Both waddled forward in the slow, clumsy manner of their species on land.

There were several more of the creatures circling the platform, some of them much larger. In the rush to back away from the horrible creatures, Francesca, a pretty twenty-two year old with a slim figure and dark hair, who was already near the edge of the terrified knot of girls, was pushed off balance and stumbled backwards.

Desperately she flailed her arms in an effort to regain her balance, but she was already too close to the edge of the platform and with a squeal she toppled into the water. Francesca was one of the new arrivals from Hyperion, where she had been happily married. As she fell, Francesca saw another of the horrible creatures immediately below her. This one was large, perhaps twelve feet long. She tried desperately to twist aside as she fell, and very nearly managed to avoid the creature altogether. She just brushed its tail as she fell.

That was enough. Feeling the movement, the furious creature swung around faster than either Francesca or any of the girls or the spectators would have imagined possible and seized her by the arm, pulling her forcefully forward through the water. Already the crowd were on their feet, screaming in excitement and vicarious fear. A second beast which Francesca had not even seen, was attracted by the cloud of blood spreading in the water. It suddenly seized her thigh in its enormous jaws and began twisting in the water, wrenching the girl’s leg left and right until it had completely wrung it off. By now the water was churning red and white as more of the creatures converged to fight over the prey. The crowd was howling uncontrollably.

Mr Percival had not particularly wanted Francesca destroyed. He had given instructions for the more useful pleasure slaves to be saved, where possible. But some losses were unavoidable. They were an affordable and necessary expense. If Percival had been in any doubt of that fact, the shrieking crowd would have allayed it. They were enjoying themselves. The Damsels would be fully booked for days, and the next Games would be full to capacity.

By now a third crocodile had clambered onto the platform. This one was a giant. Crocodiles continue to grow throughout their lives, and in captivity, with careful treatment and plentiful food, they can grow to enormous sizes. At fifteen feet in length and weighing over a ton, this was certainly no record breaker, but it was the largest of the group.

One by one, more crocodiles were clambering onto the platform. The girls who had managed to remain on it were dashing back and forth, desperately trying to position themselves as far as possible from any of the hideous beasts. It was a dance which the crowd found far more entertaining than the one they had performed earlier.

The giant beast lumbered forward, thrashing its tail angrily, trying to knock the squealing girls into the water. Its tail was as dangerous as its jaws. Juliet, Janina, Hazel and Hannah were all thrown into the artificial lake. Their skimpy skirts slipped from their bodies, but the screaming, naked girls had no thought of modesty now. Juliet briefly saw the white belly of a crocodile as it twisted in the water, seized the shrieking Hannah and submerged with her. Juliet looked but saw no further sign of Hannah. The water was not deep, but it was no longer clear.

The only girl now remaining on the platform was EmmaJane. She too was bare now. The pretty brunette had lost her skirt in her desperate movements to avoid the crocodile. The enormous beast had knocked her feet from under her with its thrashing tail, and she now realised that one of the other beasts was almost upon her. She rolled away from it, barely managing to escape its jaws as they snapped shut inches from her leg. She scrambled to her feet, desperate and confused, and ran as fast as she could in the opposite direction. The crowd cheered excitedly as the bare EmmaJane nimbly dodged the beast.

Then she saw yet another crocodile immediately in front of her. She came to a sudden halt and dived to her left just in time. She rolled away from it and scrambled to her feet. The crowd were louder than ever now, screaming in excitement. EmmaJane ran as fast as she could away from the nearest crocodile.

She ran headlong straight into the largest crocodile.

The enormous beast snapped at her furiously, clamping its jaws onto one of her full, firm breasts and thrashing its head and body from left to right so that EmmaJane was lifted up from the platform and shaken from side to side as a dog shakes a rat. Her breast was severed completely and the monstrous creature swallowed it without pausing. EmmaJane herself was flung cartwheeling into the water where she landed on top of another of the beasts, which twisted violently, seized her by the throat, and disappeared beneath the water.

As the women scattered in all directions, some of the crowd thought it amusing to shout advice to certain girls like, “Look out behind you!” or, “No, the other way!” in order to mislead them. The connoisseurs in the First Class enclosure tried to behave with more dignity, commenting on the strength and size of the animals or criticising the figures of different girls. Alicia seized Jak’s arm and squealed in a mixture of excitement and fear when she saw Francesca, Hannah and EmmaJane taken by the horrifying beasts.

Charlotte was already in the water. If only Mr Percival gave her a chance, she would be good, she thought. She would do everything the customers wanted. Mr Percival and Donata had told her what the men would expect of her. If only Mr Percival saved her, she would try her very best. She would never be disobedient. Never.

Juliet, Janina, Charlotte, Annamarie, Hazel, and the other girls realised now that the crocodiles had not been released by accident. They screamed anyway.


2: PRETTY MAIDS ALL IN A ROW

A significant share of the blame rested with the Oligarchs, who were able to govern as they saw fit by taxing the middle class and bribing the underclass into supine passivity.

Poltiss, V: A History of Akkadis. (Academe Press: Tolon, 3024)

Then Juliet saw the boat. It was about fifty yards away, moving slowly around the edge of the artificial lake. Donata was on the boat, shouting and beckoning to the girls. If they could make their way to her, they would reach safety. Juliet looked for her sister, but could see her nowhere. She began to push her way through the thigh deep water as quickly as she could. It was like a nightmare in which she was fleeing from some dread enemy but could move only in slow motion. Juliet looked all around her, in the water, but could see no crocodiles in the immediate vicinity.

A few yards to her right was Tamika, the pretty twenty-one year old brunette who had earlier been harnessed to Hazel. She had a lovely figure and full breasts. As with all the girls, fear had driven all thought of modesty from her mind and she was wading with determination towards the boat. Juliet glanced back to the water and concentrated on moving as swiftly as she could. Perhaps most of the crocodiles were still in the area around the platform.

Then she heard a sudden, surprised squeal, and turned just in time to see a splash as Tamika disappeared. Nowhere was safe. At any moment, Juliet knew, one of the horrible monsters might sense her, glide effortlessly through the water and pluck her beneath the surface.

Charlotte, the pregnant doctor’s wife from Hyperion, had also seen the boat and was desperately making her way towards it. She was close to the posts which ran along the centre of the lake. Charlotte wondered whether it might be possible to climb one of the posts.

No. They were smooth, and she would not be able to climb high enough or hold on. Then she noticed something else. The rings, hanging by ropes from the girder above, had been lowered. They were within reach now. When she saw Tamika disappear so suddenly, Charlotte reacted on instinct. She struggled to the nearest ring, leapt up, and seized it. The rope was attached to a motorised winch controlled by Mr Percival. She felt the ring lifting her up, above the water.

At that precise instant a crocodile suddenly emerged from the water beneath her, travelling at speed and thrashing its tail forcefully to propel itself upward towards her. Charlotte screamed, lifting her legs and twisting her body forward just in time, so that the terrible jaws snapped shut, narrowly missing her. The beast splashed harmlessly back into the water. Charlotte clung to the ring, her heart thumping so that she could almost hear it. The crowd cheered, appreciating her narrow escape. In the First Class enclosure, spectators applauded politely. Perhaps some of them wanted the girls to have a sporting chance.

And perhaps Mr Percival considered Charlotte too valuable to let the crocodiles have her. Charlotte hoped so. But she was shaking, and felt weak. She was not sure how long she could hold on.

Fern had somehow already reached the boat. Juliet saw her pulled aboard just as a crocodile lunged at her. It recoiled, twisting in the water as Donata touched it with a high voltage goad. After a second shock with the goad, the crocodile submerged and swam away. There was easier prey elsewhere.

But the boat was still too far away from Juliet. She had seen Charlotte lifted out of the water, and made her way to the closest ring. To her relief, Juliet felt herself also lifted up. Annamarie, too, gratefully seized a ring and was lifted to safety.

Juliet looked around the lake for her sister. With growing despair, she realised that Janina was not in the boat, nor could she see her in the water. For an instant, Juliet wondered whether she even wanted to survive in this horrible, horrible world if her sister, the last of her family, was gone. Then relief swept over her as she saw Janina lifted up out of the water, clutching one of the rings.

By now Hazel, the nineteen year old brunette from Hyperion, and Lisa, who had been at the Damsels for three years, were also clutching rings. Rosie had managed to reach the boat and was pulled aboard by the willing arms of Fern and Stephanie and several other girls. As she watched, Juliet saw Ruth and Petal clutch at two of the remaining rings. Both were immediately lifted by safety, ten feet above the water. Three more girls were desperately hurrying towards the rings. Jacquie, Zuleika and Rachel each pushed their way through the resisting water. First Jacquie, and then Rachel seized a ring. All ten rings were now taken.

Zuleika was a pretty twenty-four year old brunette who had spent her whole adult life in the Damsels. She watched in despair as her companions were lifted to safety, leaving her alone in the water. “Zuli! Zuli! Over here!” came an encouraging call from the boat. It was Fern.

The crowd were in uproar, screaming in fear and excitement. They had heard Fern’s shouts and picked them up, chanting, “Zu – li! Zu – li!” urging Zuleika to safety. Zuleika turned to make her way towards the boat. Suddenly, she squealed in terror and disappeared beneath the water. From the sudden churning of the water it appeared that two of the beasts were fighting over the prey.

Ten girls now hung suspended from the ten rings. All were attractive. Ten slender, toned bodies were each stretched straight and taut as each girl strained to hang on to the ring above her. Ten pairs of breasts, some full and round and others smaller and conical, but all firm, were thrust proudly forward. Ten pretty faces were each framed by taut arms as they strained to hold onto the rings. Their hair, dark or brown or fair or blonde, was arranged in kittentails which hung down prettily each side of their heads.

Ten pairs of curving hips and long legs, straight and smooth and dripping wet, were rotating slowly and decoratively in the warm summer breeze. Each girl was plucked and depilated of all her body hair and each was mortified to be displayed there for the unhurried scrutiny of the paying spectators, but each strained desperately to remain hanging there. Each wondered how long she could hold on and whether the boat would come to rescue her. Each swayed slightly as her rope swung, slowly and helplessly, while the crowd scrutinised her at its leisure.

At one end was Jacquie, with short dark hair, and then Petal, who was almost blonde. Beside her was Annamarie and then Juliet, the pretty dark haired nineteen-year-old from Stormhaven. Beside Juliet was Charlotte, fair haired and very visibly pregnant now that she was stretched out so straight. Next were Janina, dark haired like her sister, and then Lisa, a dark haired twenty-five year old. Beside Lisa was her friend Rachel, a pretty fair haired twenty year old who had been at the Damsels less than a year, and then Ruth, and finally Hazel, slowly swaying to and fro with the stripes across her buttocks clearly visible.

Nine of the ten girls were completely bare, their skin dripping wet and glistening and adorned only by their hated carriage bells. Alone of the ten, Annamarie had somehow managed to retain her brief skirt. She was grateful for that, although terrified it would fall at any moment. It was heavy now, saturated with water. She was also conscious of the way her upstretched arms lifted and thrust out her full, firm breasts.

“Hey, Bouncy! Bounce your udders for us!” Annamarie recognised the hateful voice from earlier in the day. “Hey, Bouncy play us a tune with your bells!”

“Bouncy! Are they real, or gel?” demanded another spectator. This led to some discussion in the crowd.

Despite her shame, Annamarie concentrated on clutching the ring as firmly as she could, but the carbonite was becoming hot in her tight grip. It might become sweaty. Her hands might slip and then she would fall. She looked down at the water. She saw several crocodiles below and she knew there must be others. They sensed that the only prey still remaining was here, above them. Occasionally one tried to lunge upwards, but for the moment the girls were safe. The crocodiles waited. They could afford to be patient.

“Hey, Bouncy, get your skirt off!”

“Yeah, get it off, Bounce.”

Beside Annamarie, Juliet was also slowly rotating. She had smaller breasts than Annamarie’s, though equally firm and jutting forward proudly for the spectators’ delectation. Juliet was bare and dripping wet. Her number, seventeen, was painted on her thighs.

Juliet rotated slowly until she was facing Annamarie’s vocal admirer and his friends. Mortified, she heard one of them say, “Hey, number seventeen! Dance for us!”

Further along, Hazel, who was number thirty-one, also heard a catcall. “Hey, Thirty-one! What did you get the stripes for?” But the enquirer did not expect an answer. Hazel heard him remark, “Look at the tits on her. She’s worth a greeny, if the crocs don’t get her.” The man shouted to her again, “Hey, Stripy! Do you know how to use your tongue?” Hazel already knew that the greeny was a twenty solidus card, the standard fee for any of the girls at the Damsels. Mortified, the nineteen year old concentrated on holding the ring as tightly as she could.

“Hang on tight, Rachel,” called another voice. “I’ve booked you for tonight, if the crocs don’t get you.” There was a murmur of laughter. The pretty twenty year old was already trying her best to hold tight.

Suddenly Annamarie felt herself moving. She was being lowered. The rope, with the ring attached, was descending towards the surface of the artificial lake. Screaming in terror, she watched the water as it drew closer. She drew her kneels up to her breasts and watched as a crocodile, sensing she was now within reach, thrashed its tail vigorously to propel itself forward and lunge upward towards her.

In that instant the rope lifted her upwards again. The beast snapped its jaws shut too late, biting only the air before splashing back down harmlessly into the water. The crowd screamed and cheered. Annamarie was saved. Whoever was operating the rings had merely been playing with her. Her skirt, dislodged by the movement, finally fell free. The crowd cheered, but Annamarie was too frightened to feel ashamed.

“Attagirl, Bouncy! Don’t let the crocs nibble your toes,” came the hated voice. “I’ve got a greeny on you making it!” Annamarie already knew that the spectators sometimes placed bets on who would survive or perish in the games.

Next, Janina felt herself being lowered towards the water. Below her, one of the largest beasts was circling restlessly. Seeing her sister’s predicament, Juliet screamed, “Janina! Janina!” in helpless terror, but the pretty brunette was lifted back to safety with scarcely a second to spare.

Then it was Charlotte’s turn. She felt herself lowered towards the water. Like Annamarie, she pulled up her knees until they were pressed into her full round breasts. Beside her, Janina watched in sickened horror as a crocodile coursed through the water and prepared to lunge at Charlotte.

At the last second, the rope was raised a few feet, lifting the hysterical Charlotte to safety. She clung to the rope, shaking and whimpering.

Next it was the turn of Lisa to be lowered, screaming in desperation that a mistake had been made, and then raised up just in time to save her from the snapping jaws. She was lowered and raised a second time.

But the crowd, amused at first, was becoming bored. The third time she was lowered, Lisa was not raised again. With her knees raised and pressed to her breasts, she was curled as far as possible into a ball. Beside her, Rachel watched horrified as one of the larger crocodiles lunged at Lisa but fell back harmlessly. Then a smaller beast, perhaps six feet in length, managed to leap a little higher, snapped its jaws shut on Lisa’s foot and began to thrash from side to side to pull her down. Weak with exhaustion, Lisa dropped screaming into the water. Several larger beasts, sensing blood and movement, coursed towards her.

The nine girls still hanging from the rings were becoming weaker. Charlotte’s hands felt weak and she knew that she too would soon drop into the water. It would not be long, now.

Then she heard a voice from below. It was Donata, and several girls on the boat. “Charlotte! Jump!” she heard. It could be a trick, a cruel joke, she thought, but her hands could hardly hold on any longer. Charlotte dropped into the water and was pulled aboard as Donata drove away the other crocodiles. The boat moved on to rescue the other survivors. The show was over.

Alicia turned to Jak. “Jak, let’s not bother with the restaurant. Mummy won’t expect us back until ten o’clock. We could go to your flat and open a bottle of wine.”

Jak nodded and tried not to smile too broadly. This evening was turning out better than he had anticipated.

Mr Percival was also smiling. Everything had gone well. The directors would be delighted. A knot of new girls, weeping and whimpering, tried to reassure each other. One of the girls, naked and still dripping wet, detached herself from the group. It was Charlotte. She hurried forward towards Mr Percival and knelt in supplication, touching her forehead to the floor and then pressing her palms together as she had seen Atkoi pleasure slaves do. Her hands felt weak but she forced them to obey her will. “Thank you, master,” she said. “Thank you. Thank you. Thank you.”

Mr Percival did not doubt the sincerity of her gratitude.


AUTHOR’S NOTE

Friend of Akkadis:

I hope you have enjoyed reading this short episode of the Atkoi War saga.

If you can spare a moment, I really would appreciate it if you could write a short book review. It’s easy, quick and anonymous. Just click on ‘Write a review’ on the book page (where you ordered the book). Your opinion really does make a difference. I would really like to know your thoughts. Mention anything you liked or disliked. Are there any characters you would like to read more about? There is a ‘comment’ button on the book page too.

With thanks and sincere best wishes,

Henry Sparrowhawk.

Three Oaks Farm, Yorkshire, June 2014.
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