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PROLOGUE

“Lot Sixteen is Philippa, certified a virgin, eighteen years of age and new to the brand, a pretty natural blonde Imperial,” announced the auctioneer. Pippa stepped onto the brightly lit platform and was immediately conscious of the steep tiers of seats surrounding her on three sides. The auctioneer read out her details. White with fear, Pippa felt vulnerable, exhibited and exposed. The crowd of several hundred men and a few women peered down at her, scrutinising her.

Slave girls at the Rose Garden were not auctioned naked. Generations of experience taught that the dealers could achieve a better price if the slaves wore just sufficient to leave something to the buyers’ imagination.  This was not to say that the girls were sold fully clothed, either; that might obscure their best features and give the impression that the vendors wished to hide something. The sales costumes at the Rose Garden were therefore a compromise. The short white bolero top covered Pippa’s breasts, but only just. It could not be closed at the front. The short white skirt consisted of little more than two rectangles of cloth, ten inches long, which left her hips visible. Pippa walked gracefully, taking small steps, conscious that the tiniest movement or draught of air might disturb the flimsy garments and betray what little modesty remained to her.

Philippa Warburton had been abducted and transported beyond the bounds of the Empire, beyond any hope of rescue, to this horrible place. She had been examined, dipped, plucked of all body hair, injected, microchipped and then that terrible mark had been seared into her flesh, low on her waist; but she was not conscious of that burning pain now. The fear and humiliation of standing on an auction block two hundred light years from home and surrounded by total strangers leering at her almost naked body, had driven all other thoughts from her mind. Any one of those strangers might soon own her. She did not know who would buy her or to what use she would be put, only that her future, her very life, would depend on his slightest whim.

She stood very straight, with her feet and legs pressed together, still conscious of the scantiness of her attire. She wished they had not made her dress so… indecently. She wanted to be bought by someone respectable, someone who would understand that she was really a nice girl from a good family.

“Lift your chin,” said the auctioneer. Pippa obeyed immediately. She knew what had happened to Roxana and she dared show no sign of disobedience; but neither could she meet the eyes of the leering spectators. Instead she fixed her gaze on the far wall.

The auctioneer continued his description, proclaiming Pippa’s height, weight and other measurements. She was in good health, mentally and physically, he announced. She was obedient, well educated and good natured.

The auctioneer paraded Pippa slowly around the block as potential buyers and the simply curious quietly discussed her looks, her price and her barely concealed body. Pippa heard snatches of conversation from those sitting in the front rows. A young woman remarked to her male companion, “Oh look, she’s pretty, isn’t she? Poor thing, she looks terrified. I hope she gets a nice master. It must be awful, having to dress like that with everyone looking at you.”

The man beside her seemed amused. He said something like, “She’ll have to get used to worse than that. Especially if she’s bought by Akkadis Leisure. Or the Cherry Orchard.” Pippa wondered what he could possibly mean, but she did not have time to digest the remarks because at that moment the bidding began.

“For Lot Sixteen, do I hear an offer of ten thousand solidi? Ten thousand, ten thousand five hundred. Eleven thousand ….”

With rising panic Pippa realised that within moments she would belong to a complete stranger. She would be owned, in the same way that a man might own a dog or a house or an aircar. She could be used or abused or lent or resold. Or destroyed. Slavery on Akkadis was absolute, she had been told. And would her master blame her for being an Imperial? Everyone on Akkadis seemed to hate Imperials. Everyone said there was going to be a war.

It took less than two minutes before the auctioneer tapped his gavel. Pippa had been sold. The price was thirteen thousand solidi. She did not even know the name of her buyer.

(ii)

Hektor Welbeck was sunk in black despair. An interstellar passenger liner named the Evening Star had arrived in orbit over Coromandel, two hundred light years from Akkadis.

It was not that Hektor anticipated the catastrophe which was soon to unfold. No man is prescient in such matters. Nor did Hektor have any financial worries. He had recently paid one hundred thousand decims into his bank account, entirely free of tax. For a peasant farmer from the Segonzac Hills of northern Coromandel this would usually have represented the earnings of a dozen lifetimes.

Yet Hektor’s face bore no smile, but only a look of stony determination. It was a determination not to allow his family to see the despair he felt. He was a good husband, a good father, and he loved all of his children dearly, but he feared that he would never see his eldest daughter Kyra again.

(iii)

Aimee Pembroke was going to be caned.

She was standing on the stage of the crowded lounge bar in the Maidens of Nenuphar, a popular brothel, or ‘pleasure house’ as such establishments were known in Akkad City. She was fastened in a stock, a plank of wood with three holes cut into it to hold her neck and wrists immobile. The timber was thick, so that her chin was raised and her head was lifted prettily. She could not look down.  Her wrists were held in place each side of her neck. Anthea and Lucie each held one end of the heavy stock in case Aimee tried to struggle, although there was little she could do except to curl into a ball. Her ankles had already been strapped to the legs of the flogging stool, so that her legs were stretched wide apart.

The lounge bar was busy with customers. Pretty, scantily clad pleasure slaves were busily fetching and carrying drinks or simply sitting with the gentlemen. There were more girls, dressed even more scantily, dancing on the stage and even on top of the bar where customers could reach out and touch them. The coloured lights were flashing and music was playing.

Aimee knew that outright defiance was not an option. But I will resist nonetheless, she thought. No matter what they do, I will not scream, I will not cry and I will not beg. I will show them how an Imperial woman faces adversity. I will shame them with my courage.

She was wearing a very short white dress which drew attention to her lovely figure. She had a slim waist, rounded flaring hips and long legs. Her face was sweet, her eyes wide with fear, and her long blonde hair was tied in two kittentails which hung prettily down her back. On her dress was a badge prominently bearing the number ‘51.’ A large wad of cloth filled her mouth completely, and her lips, which in happier times so often smiled, had been taped shut. Aimee felt the cloth gradually expanding as it became damp. It was uncomfortable. She would be able to breathe through her nose and make muffled moans or whimpers, but anything approaching clear speech would be denied to her until the gag was removed.

She blushed beautifully, conscious that she was the centre of so much attention and realising that as her hands were pulled back and lifted, her breasts were thrust forward and pressed against the thin fabric of her dress. The audience clearly appreciated the sight with which they were presented. There were murmurs of approval and a number of shouts and catcalls, most of them indecent. Mrs Knott, the manageress, smiled. It was a good natured Wednesday night crowd, waiting to be entertained and willing to pay for it. They would not be disappointed.

The flogging stool was immediately in front of Aimee. Its wide horizontal beam was level with her waist. It did not look like any stool Aimee had ever seen before. It was obviously not built to be sat upon. It appeared old and the wood was varnished dark brown. Aimee had been afraid even before she saw the structure, but actually seeing it and knowing that in a few moments she would be stretched over it, made her predicament seem more real, more immediate and more terrifying still.

Aimee looked at the sea of faces around her. Dismayed, she knew that soon she might be required to serve as a pleasure slave for any of those men, if they could afford the modest sum of a few solidi. Aimee had been a virgin when she was abducted. Now she was a slave in a brothel.

Some of the men were grinning, anticipating an entertaining display. Others were drinking or chatting to companions. On one table, a group of young men and one or two young women who appeared to be students from the University of Akkad were drinking and sometimes calling out comments, but their banter was good natured. Mrs Knott did not anticipate any unpleasantness.

Aimee, on the other hand, anticipated considerable unpleasantness. She was filled with dread for what was about to happen.

Suddenly the music changed. The flowing, mellifluous dance music was replaced by a rhythmical beat. At this signal the dancing girls fled. The men at the tables who had been chatting or drinking now fell silent and paid closer attention.

Binka loosened the fasteners at the back of Aimee’s dress. Aimee now realised why she had been given this particular dress to wear. It could be removed even while her arms and ankles were held. It would be the work of a few seconds to unfasten the back and the neck strap. Sensing that she was to be publicly disrobed, Aimee desperately tried to turn to Mrs Knott and beg her to reconsider, but she was unable to turn, and the words emerged only as a frightened whimper which amused the audience but did nothing to delay Binka from unfastening the dress so that it dropped to the floor. Binka gracefully stooped to retrieve it.

Aimee was now exposed to public view with only the tiny triangles of a small white bra and skimpy panties to protect her modesty. The bra was fastened with ribbons tied behind her neck and her back, and the panties were fastened with similar ribbons at each hip. Aimee was mortified to be exposed in such scanty attire but unable to move her hands or feet.

“Gentlemen, please! Gentlemen, ladies and gentlemen, a few words if you please,” announced Mrs Knott. “I have pleasure in introducing to you one of our new girls, a young lady named Aimee. Aimee is the star of our entertainment tonight, and she--”

Mrs Knott was interrupted by a loud call of, “Get her knickers off!”

She smiled patiently and allowed the laughter to subside before she continued, “Gentlemen, Aimee is a lovely young lady, as you can see. She is well educated and she was a virgin until very recently. She is very inexperienced. She is nineteen standard years old, quite shy, but very keen to learn, and she wants to please you, but you will need to teach her. I’m sure you’ll find her a quick learner.”

“Oh,” continued Mrs Knott, “I believe I forgot to mention to Aimee that here at the Maidens we like a girl to be bare when she is put over the stool. I always think that if a girl is bare, it adds a certain…pertinence to the occasion, don’t you think?” The audience laughed and cheered and howled their approval.

Mrs Knott turned to Aimee. “Aimee, my dear, would you mind if Binka removes your underwear? You look lovely in it, you really do, but I think the gentlemen would like to see a little more of you.” Aimee desperately shook her head and whimpered. “Gentlemen, I told you Aimee is still rather shy,” said Mrs Knott apologetically, and then added, “I shouldn’t worry, Aimee dear, they don’t really cover much of you anyway.”

Amid the laughter and shouts of “Get them off,” Binka pulled the ribbons which fastened Aimee’s bra and allowed it to drop to the floor. The gentlemen were not disappointed. Aimee’s breasts, while not large, were firm and thrust proudly forward. Then Binka pulled the ribbons on Aimee’s panties, first on her right and then on her left.

Aimee could not look down. The thickness of the stock prevented that, but she felt the last skimpy shreds of her modesty fall from her body and she knew that she was now displayed bare, entirely bare, with her breasts lifted and her legs stretched wide apart and her mons plucked smooth so that she was more exposed and more naked than she had ever been, exhibited for the delight of the spectators. The room erupted into a spontaneous roar of approval so loud that for a few moments Mrs Knott could not make herself heard. Agonised, Aimee closed her eyes and tried to block what was happening from her mind.

But the spectators blocked nothing from their minds. They appreciated what they saw. Their cheers and catcalls made that plain. Mrs Knott stopped trying to speak for several moments and simply smiled indulgently. She had known her customers would approve of the girl. Aimee was precisely the sort of girl they appreciated. The buyer had done well to purchase her. He could usually be relied upon.

Then Aimee caught sight of a vision which made her heart sink. It was Mr Bowser, a male employee of the Maidens of Nenuphar. Aimee noticed the muscles rippling on his bare arms. Mrs Knott handed him the rattan rod. Aimee looked at the rod. It frightened her. She could not take her eyes off it. Mr Bowser is very strong, Aimee realised. He is going to cane me now, and he will use that rod.

Dimly she was aware of one of the female university students squeal with excitement. The rattan was as long as Bowser’s arm and as thick as his little finger. Aimee sensed from the way he flexed it that the rattan was dense and inflexible. To have the hard unyielding cane applied to her flesh by Mr Bowser, who was obviously strong, would be utterly, utterly unbearable.

“Stretch her over,” said Bowser, and Aimee felt the stock pushed forward so that her hips were pressed against the horizontal beam and her upper body was bent forward and down until the stock was touching the supporting legs of the flogging stool. Aimee heard Lucie and Anthea each slide a bolt into place. Aimee was now fixed in place, bent almost double with her legs and ankles stretched wide apart. Her hips were resting on the beam and her upper body was sloping downwards. She whimpered and squirmed in discomfort, although very little movement was possible.

Aimee felt the stool being rotated until her buttocks faced the audience, with her legs stretched apart so that her intimate parts were exposed to their view. Aimee herself was looking backwards between her own legs and could see many of the audience, framed upside down between her thighs. They must be able to see her face, her breasts, her legs, her buttocks, everything, Aimee realised, mortified.

Mrs Knott watched with approval. Aimee had a nice, well rounded rump, she thought, and slender, shapely legs. The gentlemen would enjoy the show. She paused for just long enough for them to drink in the scene presented to them and then said, “Remember, Gentlemen, her name is Aimee and her number is fifty-one! What’s her name, girls?”

The girls of the Maidens of Nenuphar dutifully trilled in unison, “Aimee, ma’am.”

“And what’s her number?”

“Fifty-one, ma’am.”

“And we’ve got lots more girls to suit every taste, and every one of them is very keen to please. Very Keen! Aren’t you, girls?”

“Yes, ma’am,” chorused thirty or more feminine voices, louder than ever.

“Then let’s begin! When you’re ready, Mr Bowser. Twelve strokes, nice and firm, if you please.”

Evidently Mr Bowser was ready. Aimee felt the rattan tap her buttocks as though Bowser was marking the place where the first stroke would fall. Now it will begin, she thought. I am going to be caned.

Aimee heard the whistle of the first stroke and the sharp crack as it cut into her buttocks. Then a paroxysm of pain overwhelmed her and her actions became involuntary. She clenched her buttocks and thrust her hips first forward against the beam and then up and then side to side, wildly clenching and unclenching her buttocks as though in the throes of sexual ecstasy. As if to accentuate the analogy she squealed lengthily and repeatedly. The squeals were high pitched and the rag in her mouth could not muffle the urgency of her tone.

The audience listened and watched in fascination. A few jaded clients laughed, but most watched in silence, drinking in every detail. One of the university students who considered himself witty called out, “Ouch!” in pretended pain, and his friends laughed. A female guest screamed and clutched her male companion, who grinned and slid his arm down to her waist.

Another young woman, also one of the students, said, “Oh, for goodness sake, did you see that? She’s disgusting. She’s jiggling about as though she’s enjoying it. In public! How can she do that? Hasn’t she got any self respect?”

Then Aimee felt the rattan tap her buttocks again, as Bowser selected the position of his second stroke. By now she had regained the power of thought. The pain of that first stroke had been unbearable, but she had eleven more to endure. Why did this awful man have to cane her so hard? It was not necessary. She would be good. She would do whatever was required of her. She would never be disobedient, never. She would have promised them that, if only she were not gagged. Wildly she shook her head. She tried to cry out, “Please! Please! Please! Please! Please! Please!” begging Bowser or Mrs Knott to show some mercy, but her cries were audible only as urgent, shrill whimpers.

Mrs Knott smiled. Aimee was performing exceptionally well. The audience were loving every moment.

Without exception, each of the girls of the Maidens of Nenuphar who were serving in the lounge bar that night, felt thankful that it was Aimee and not herself who was stretched over the flogging stool receiving the attentions of Bowser and his rattan. They were neither malicious nor especially selfish, but each knew that she might have been chosen had Aimee not been selected.

Aimee’s friends, the other newly purchased girls, were also watching. They were shocked into a silence broken only by the occasional gasp, at first of outrage and horror, and then of pity and fear. Carys bit her fist as she watched her friend’s ordeal. They watched, and they tried to look away, and they watched again. And each girl asked herself the same question: when she was ordered to serve as a pleasure slave and entertain a paying customer in bed, or dance naked on the stage in the crowded bar, would she submit to what was required and obey, or would she resist and face the flogging stool? And each, in the depths of her heart, decided upon the same answer. She would submit.

And in that instant, each of them was altered forever. Until that moment they were eight girls who had been abducted and branded and ear tagged and sold. But now they had become eight slave girls. Aimee too, in her public torment, had reached the same decision. No matter what was required of them, no matter how disgusting the girl student sitting near the stage thought they were, they would submit. They would never be disobedient. Their bodies had been branded at the Rose Garden, but their hearts and minds were branded no less indelibly that night at the Maidens of Nenuphar.
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1: OUT OF THE FRYING PAN

Akkadis: Earth type planet, fourth planet of Herschel 266A in the Luxor region, 1155 light years from Nenuphar. Population: 250 million, mostly human with some xenogenes surviving in remote areas; Political status: independent oligarchy; Religion: independent Monophysite and Arian Christian. Its earliest colonists were probably from Old Earth but it was settled in greater numbers by Atkoi from Ziandakush in the 2400s, and later by immigrants from the Empire from 2500 onwards.

New Galactic Encyclopaedia (Infopress: Nenuphar)

(All quotations from the New Galactic Encyclopaedia are taken by kind permission of Infopress from the 233rd Edition, published 2998.)

Amanda Alba never knew what woke her that night. She realised that she could hear something. It was very faint. She went to the bedroom window. Only the pale light of Caedmon, the tiny second moon of Akkadis, illuminated the dark trees. Phlegethon, Caedmon’s giant sibling, was not due to rise for several hours.

She saw the aircar as it obscured the distant glow from the Carno property next door. The Carnos’ house was a thousand yards distant, through the pine trees. Listening carefully she could hear the faint hiss of the vehicle as it approached.

“Michael! Michael! Look at this! Quickly!” she said urgently. Michael had warned Amanda to tell her of anything unusual or suspicious. He woke and came to the window.

“It could be them. We have to assume it is them. You get Honey and Tom. I’ll comm Iggy. Make for the top end. Keep under the trees. Stick to the plan.” Michael spoke urgently. They had discussed the possibility of a raid from the Commission for Public Safety and prepared for it, but they had never really believed it would happen, certainly not before the elections. Everything seemed to be happening faster than they had anticipated. Have we been outmanoeuvred? Michael wondered. He picked up his pistol.

The sight of a neutrino pistol in her husband’s hand turned Amanda’s heart cold. He had bought it as a precaution and this was the first time he had seriously thought he might have to use it. He went to the videocom and left a message for his friend and colleague Ignacio Keswick.

Sensing their parents’ fear, Tom and Honeysuckle dressed quickly in dark trousers and tops and shoes suitable for running. Honeysuckle and Amanda’s clothes both complemented their figures. Amanda could still dress like a teenager, as she did when they first met, Michael sometimes thought.

The family were still upstairs when they heard the dull thump of the aircar as it landed. They rushed down. Amanda, Honeysuckle and Tom headed for a side door closest to the trees which covered most of the woodland property.

Amanda was carrying a small but heavy bag. Their plan was already beginning to go wrong. They had expected to have more time. They had planned to leave the house together and stay together. Instead, Michael stood in the hallway, hoping to delay the secret police when they knocked.

Amanda told Tom and Honeysuckle to run for the nearby trees and then head for the end of the property furthest from the road. The aircar would have night vision, but the fugitives would not be visible through the thick canopy of trees. Michael would join them when he could.

Then everything happened at once. Amanda heard the crash as the front door was ripped from its hinges and flung across the hall. She turned to see Michael thrown backwards by the force of the blast. Then there was a flash of light so bright it hurt her eyes. She saw Michael’s face and chest incinerated as the full blast of a neutrino pistol hit him at close range. “I’ve got the bastard. Search the house,” Amanda heard.

Michael was dead. There would be a time for grieving later, and for thoughts of revenge, but now only survival mattered. She turned and ran towards the nearest thicket of trees. She kept to the shadows, passing the hut where Musan, the Atkoi gardener, used to keep his tools. They did not have a gardener anymore. Amanda had twice seen Musan looking at Honeysuckle. Amanda and Michael had agreed he had to go. Neither could abide the thought of an Atkoi looking lecherously at their daughter.

The soft, damp earth muffled Amanda’s footsteps. She did not think they had seen her. They would search the house first. She heard men shouting, and footsteps on the paved courtyard which surrounded the house. Soon the CPS would realise that they had fled and come looking for them outside. Amanda wanted to pause for a moment to regain her breath, but dared not. The bag seemed heavy now, but every item it contained was essential to their plan.

She caught sight of Tom and Honey up ahead. They were now several hundred yards from the house. They had crossed a stream and were slowing down as they ran uphill.

Amanda caught up with them as they reached an ancient brick wall which marked the rear boundary of their land. They scrambled over the wall, panic giving them strength. The Alba family had lived in this house for almost two centuries. Now the last survivors left their ancestral home, perhaps for the last time.

They were running through the woodland belonging to the Cadgao family. Above them, they heard the hiss of the aircar. They crouched down, unmoving. Amanda could feel her heart thumping. She glanced at her children, willing them to keep perfectly still.

The plan had been for the whole family to make their way to a remote farmhouse which Michael had rented under a false name. Then when the search had died down, they would flee to any planet that was not allied either to the Empire or the Kzamate of Ziandakush. Neither could be trusted. Despair welled up inside Amanda. Michael was dead. She would have to bring the children to safety alone. The bag contained false identity papers, five thousand solidi in cinerium bars, cash cards charged with a further ten thousand solidi, and a few coins. It also contained a communicator, but to use that now would betray their location.

Amanda wondered if it would ever be possible to return to the house. Buried in the grounds was another bag, heavier still. It contained a hundred thousand solidi in cinerium: a fraction of their total wealth, but all they had been able to raise at short notice.

They heard the hiss of the car above them every few minutes. Amanda knew the CPS men were simply waiting for them to cross a patch of ground where the tree cover was thinner, and they would show up on the night vision screens. Then a blast of neutrino fire hotter than the sun would light up the night sky and burn Amanda and her children to ashes in an instant. Soon the CPS would send more cars from Diskobolus and scour the area until they caught the fugitives. And if they were still in the woods by morning light, they would be instantly visible.

Each time the hiss of the aircar receded, they cautiously ran forward a few yards until they heard it again. Eventually they reached a narrow country lane near the Cadgao house. Listening carefully for the aircars, they judged it safe enough to cross, and entered the woodland opposite.

Twenty minutes later they reached another road, and Amanda felt it was time to take a risk: she pressed the ‘call’ button on her watch. Mercifully it responded quickly: one of the tens of thousands of tiny automatic landcabs in Akkad City rolled into sight.

They hurriedly got in. Again Amanda took a risk. She keyed in the code for a nearby suburb where she knew there would be hundreds of similar landcabs waiting, and slid the payment card into the slot. Painfully slowly, the landcab trundled on its way with the three terrified passengers squeezed inside. No one had ever been killed by colliding with a landcab. They travelled no faster than a man running.

When the landcab reached its destination, they found another one. This time Amanda keyed in the code for the spaceport, pushed the credit stick into the slot, and then switched on her communicator and deliberately dropped it onto the floor of the landcab and covered it with a light jacket, as if they had been accidentally left. The communicator would be traced and found. The CPS would waste precious time while the family escaped.

The three fugitives boarded another cab. They would change cabs again once more before heading for the farmhouse. The rent was paid for half a year in advance and there was a supply of food there.

They were now well away from the city. Phlegethon had risen by the time the landcab trundled up the valley leading to the farmhouse. Several civilian landcars overtook the little cab. It was strange, Amanda thought, that so much traffic should be using a country road at that hour. Then she saw the black aircar heading away from the city, towards the farmhouse, and understood.

They know about the farmhouse, Amanda realised. If I go there now, I might as well deliver Honey and Tom to Diskobolus myself. No one ever returned from Diskobolus. The very name of the Commission for Public Safety headquarters sent a chill down her spine. It was an ugly name, with the emphasis on the second syllable: dis-kobber-luss.

They had to hide until things quietened down. Then Amanda had an idea, a glimmer of hope. Seb Nargal! He was an old friend of Michael and he was always criticising the government. Michael had said that if anything happened to him, if ever there was an emergency, she should go to Seb Nargal. She would head back to the city, to his house. He would hide them, until they could think of a longer term plan.

Doctor Sebastian Nargal opened his front door. He was surprised to see Amanda, Honeysuckle and Tom Alba on his doorstep, looking tired, frightened and bedraggled. Amanda, usually so self-assured, appeared close to hysteria although she and her daughter seemed incapable of ever looking less than gorgeous. They were delectable creatures, both of them, he thought. Honey had inherited her mother’s fine features: small, straight nose, blonde hair and well proportioned figure. Amanda herself was remarkably well preserved, Nargal thought. She and Honey looked as much like sisters as a mother and daughter possibly could, except that Amanda’s breasts were a little larger and her hair was a fraction shorter and a slightly darker shade of blonde.

“Oh Seb, Seb, thank God you’re here. Seb, its awful, something terrible’s happened.” Amanda looked round in case anyone could see them. The houses were closer together here, this close to the city proper. “They…they’ve killed Michael.” For the first time, Amanda began to cry, as though uttering the words had made the ghastly truth become more real.

Nargal ushered them inside. He and Michael had been friends for years, since university. They were both intelligent. Michael’s career had flourished but Nargal’s had foundered. He had made a mistake. It was a tiny mistake, but a terrible one, which had left a patient brain dead. He had avoided prison but he was no longer allowed to practise medicine. Amanda did not know quite what he did for a living.

Nargal listened to Amanda sob out her story and considered his options. The first step must be to put his new guests somewhere safe and let them rest. His house was a very old one. Centuries ago, when the people of Akkadis had feared attack from the Luxorians, many of them had built secure bunkers beneath their homes. Nargal’s house had such a bunker. It was to this bunker that he led his guests.

They descended the steps to the solid fibresteel door. Inside, the bunker was air conditioned, well furnished and comfortable. Over the centuries, various owners had modernised it.

In the safety of the bunker, Dr Nargal listened to Amanda’s story. Honeysuckle was crying. Tom appeared too shocked to speak. Then Nargal said that he was leaving to go and make some preparations. They could stay in the bunker, he said. Amanda wept with relief. Seb seemed to know just what to do. On this most terrible of days, reaching his house safely had been their one stroke of good fortune. Sebastian had given them a respite, a time to think and plan. Amanda, Honey and Tom remained in the bunker and tried to rest.

Amanda Tavarin had been eighteen when she met Michael Alba. She had been described as the most beautiful debutante in the city of Akkad, and Michael was a successful lawyer with political ambitions. They married and had two children: Honeysuckle, who was herself now eighteen, and Thomas, now sixteen.

Michael’s political ambitions were at last beginning to bear fruit. As a popular candidate for the Reform Party he had high hopes of being elected to the Senate in the next elections. Then, quite suddenly, the political mood had seemed to change. The Reform Party still hoped to win the elections, but several of the oligarchs had suddenly turned against them. One influential oligarch in particular had called for closer ties with the Kzamate. But even then, no one in the Reform Party had sensed that the oligarchs were about to spring their trap.  We are amateurs, Amanda realised bitterly. Our enemies are professionals.

There was a telescreen in the basement. Tom selected an infochannel.

An Imperialist sympathiser named Michael Alba had been arrested, it said. He had attempted to kill a Commission for Public Safety officer. A Mandate of Proscription had been issued against the entire Alba family. Three of them were still missing. Unflattering but recognisable pictures of Tom, Honey and Amanda appeared. If the fugitives gave themselves up, the authorities would deal leniently with them.

Proscription! Amanda’s heart turned cold with fear. What could Michael possibly have said or done to provoke such retribution? Who had he offended, and how? As a lawyer’s wife, she knew what proscription meant. They were stripped of their citizenship and they were under sentence of either death or slavery, depending on the whim of the Oligarchs. Anyone who found them could arrest them or kill them and claim their property as a reward. If the police or CPS found them, their property would be forfeit to the state. Proscription was a rare penalty but a terrible one, intended to punish and deter treason.

Would Sebastian help them, and if not, where they could possibly go? Not to the spaceport. Not yet, anyway. Michael would have known what to do. For Michael’s sake, they had to survive, especially the children. She wondered whether that was a realistic hope, with the whole machinery of the state hunting them. With mounting dread, Amanda realised that there was a very real possibility that they would soon be captured and face either execution or slavery: impalement, or the brand.

Both were cruel, inhuman punishments. Akkadis had been settled originally by refugees from Old Earth, escaping from the horrors of Nizami rule after the alien conquest. But over the generations, Akkadisi culture had itself become backward, isolated and corrupt. The Reform Party were trying to change things, but progress was depressingly slow.

Amanda tried to open the door, to speak to Seb. It was locked. For a moment she panicked, then forced herself to remain calm. He doesn’t want us wandering about his house, she thought. We might leave clues that we were here. She did not want Nargal to end up in Diskobolus because he had helped them. He would find out what was going on and come and help them. Until then, they would stay here, safely, with the door locked. The longer they remained, the safer they would be.

Later, Nargal came down to reassure them and bring them food. Tom slept a little that night, but not Amanda or Honey.

Nargal, too, spent a sleepless night. He was thinking, and considering what to do. He considered for a long time.


2: INTO THE FIRE

Akkadis – Luxor War: ….Luxorian hegemony over Akkadis lasted for almost two centuries before the increasing resentment towards the Luxorian ruling class led to violent protests and eventually outright war in 2670. It was a further ten years before Luxor accepted defeat and the Commonwealth of Akkadis was securely in power. The purges which followed provide one of the more inglorious chapters in Akkadisi history, in which the Luxorian population of Akkadis either fled or were massacred or enslaved.

New Galactic Encyclopaedia (Infopress: Nenuphar)

Roxana Keswick was halfway through marking the pile of essays in front of her when she went to the kitchen of her tiny flat to make a cup of mint tea. She had been working at Akkad City State Senior School Number Eleven for five months. Soon her traineeship would be completed and she would be fully qualified.

At twenty, Roxana, known to her friends as Roxie and to her students as Miss Keswick, was only a little older than some of those students, the six classes of thirty-five teenage boys and girls to whom she taught Inglic. Their quarterly papers were handwritten. Many had been handed in late and were disappointingly short, ungrammatical and in some cases barely legible. The one she had just finished marking could hardly even be considered a serious attempt at essay writing at all.

Its author was Artur Thrux, a surly, spotty, uncouth, untidy, ill-mannered youth who was waiting for his eighteenth birthday when he could leave school forever. What occupation he would follow thereafter, he neither knew nor cared. As a full citizen of Akkadis, Artur was entitled to a regular allowance. Akkadis had followed the lead of the Empire in this respect. He also had a wealthy uncle who would find him congenial employment, or better still, simply supplement his income. Until his birthday Artur would attend classes, albeit irregularly, and be as disruptive as possible when he did attend and make it very clear when he invariably achieved derisorily low grades, that he did not care.

He had in fact attended school today. He sat at the back of the room with his feet on the desk, ostentatiously chewing elastogum, grinning and leering lecherously at Roxana, occasionally turning to his friends, Stobbins, Danielz, Ottinger and several others, to make a joke. Sometimes with pretended innocence he would ask the meaning of an indecent word, smirking at Roxana’s discomfort.

There were times when Roxana had to fight back her tears, but she knew that this would not go on forever. With a year or two of teaching experience behind her, she would be able to find a nice school in a nice area with students who wanted to learn. Until then she would endure Thrux and his acolytes.

Roxana marked the essays dutifully though, correcting every error but aware that few if any of the students would ever read her comments and that most would in any case automatically be awarded ‘pass’ grades when they graduated. The school had a reputation, of sorts, to maintain. It did not want its students to fail.

Roxie completed the marking, undressed, showered, and went to bed. She was wearing a white cropped tee shirt and panties. She was an attractive young woman, with medium length fair hair worn in a ponytail, and a beautiful figure.

Roxie was drifting into sleep when the communicator bleeped. She tried to ignore the intrusive sound, but it would not stop. Sleepily she stood and reached the machine just as it fell silent. She pressed the ‘play’ button. It was her father and he had left a message. The contents of the message dispelled the last vestiges of sleep.

Ignacio Keswick was a nutritional analyst by profession. He was also the treasurer of his branch of the Reform Party. He was very excited by the forthcoming election: his branch was in a strategic seat which they hoped to win. He was usually a reserved man; restrained, even. But now he had sent a message frantically urging Roxie to leave her apartment immediately.

Roxana stepped over to the window and touched the control, expecting to see the street twenty-eight floors below. It was not a true window. Hers was an internal apartment, but the screen could display a three dimensional image of what her view would otherwise have been. The screen remained blank.

Roxie’s heart turned cold. The window had never malfunctioned before. She heard muffled voices in the corridor outside her door. She hurried to the wardrobe to find something more substantial to wear.

Then Roxie’s world changed forever. The door was suddenly smashed in with a thunderous crash so forcefully that shattered fragments of imitation wood were thrown against the opposite wall. Several Commission officers entered the room, all carrying neutrino pistols. One of them ordered her to face the wall with her hands behind her back. He shouted his orders loudly, unnecessarily loudly, as if intending to terrify her into obedience. He succeeded. She felt a carbonite tie looped around her slim waist, pulled tight and snapped closed. A second tie was looped through the first and around both her slender wrists. Roxana could move neither of her hands. They verified her name and pushed a rag into her mouth and taped it in place. A different kind of tie was attached to her ankles so that she could still take small steps. Roxana was bundled to the elevator portal and down to the lobby and then outside to the waiting vehicle, confused, frightened and whimpering. Only the concierge and one other resident had witnessed her arrest. Both hurried away, pretending they had seen nothing.

A few miles away in Sebastian Nargal’s underground bunker, Amanda, Honeysuckle and Tom heard the key turn in the thick steel door. It was a mechanical lock, centuries old. Amanda would be glad to see Seb.

But the man who entered the room was not Sebastian Nargal. He wore the black uniform of the Commission for Public Safety. On his lapel was the CPS badge, a dove with wings outstretched as if protecting its young, as the Commission protected the people of Akkadis. Behind him, several more CPS officers appeared. All were armed. Their leader was named Lieutenant Lavendro.

Lavendro said nothing. He merely looked at the three fugitives and grinned. Amanda, Honey and Tom dared not speak. There was nothing to say. They waited for the CPS officer to tell them what would happen next.

Lavendro spoke, “Alba. Amanda, Honeysuckle, Thomas.” It was a statement rather than a question. “Three little sparrows who tried to fly the nest. But now I’ve caught you in my net.” He paused, savouring the moment. Amanda recognised the voice. It was a voice she would never forget. It belonged to the man who had murdered her husband. “Go to the ladder and climb to the top,” he said. “Do not attempt to touch your belongings. Do not attempt to speak.” He paused, and then added, “You’re going to Diskobolus.”

Amanda, Honey and Roxana spent a very uncomfortable day and night in a holding cell, together with a number of other women. All of them were still wearing wrist and ankle ties, and gags. Amanda had no idea where Tom was. Perhaps there was a similar cell for male prisoners.

The cell had probably been painted white once, generations ago, and nobody had ever considered it necessary to repaint it. Or perhaps the dingy conditions were part of the process of breaking the prisoners’ spirits. Countless unfortunates had left their unidentifiable marks on the walls, and the cell smelled. Blood, sweat and tears, faeces, urine and vomit all played their part. There was no window, no furniture except a bucket in the corner to serve as a latrine, and no privacy. A door made of fibresteel bars was the only entrance. None of them wanted to lie down on the filthy floor, but one by one exhaustion and despair overcame them. Sleep did not come, though. Unable to move their wrists or speak, and growing ever thirstier, they pondered their fate.

The following morning the door opened and Lieutenant Lavendro came in, accompanied by a subordinate.

Inrik Lavendro was relieved that the Alba family had been captured. Someone in the Oligarchy must have ordered this operation. No one else would have had the authority. As the operation was successful, Lavendro’s part in it would be recognised. If the Alba family had escaped, the consequences to his career would not have been trivial.

They had escaped into the woods because Lavendro had been overconfident. He realised that now. Amanda’s clumsy attempt at deception had not misled him for a moment. He had known about the farmhouse. She had been lucky to avoid his trap, but her luck had run out now.

Lavendro looked at the women, who were still gagged and tied. Without being told to do so, they all stood, but remained still. Each knew that she was about to learn her fate. Lavendro had something in his hand, like a bundle of black cloth. Seeing Amanda, he stepped towards her. She backed away, but Lavendro said, “Stand still. It won’t hurt.”

He slipped a black hood over Amanda’s head. It was elasticated, to hold it in place. Beneath the hood, Amanda could breathe, but see nothing. The darkness was complete.

Then Lavendro saw Roxie. Her eyes were pretty, large and wide and she was wearing only a cropped tee shirt and panties. He slipped another hood over her head. Next, Honey was hooded, and then two others, named Anemone, a pretty young woman known to her friends simply as Ana, and Jasmine, who was also very attractive. Ana and Jasmine were both married.

“Take the hooded ones first,” said Lavendro to one of his subordinates. The five women were prodded out of the room, weak with thirst, unable to speak or see or move their hands, or even to step more than a foot at a time. Then Lavendro’s assistant hooded the other prisoners, still in the cell.

Is this the end? wondered Amanda. Is this the end now, the end of our wonderful family and all our dreams? Are they going to impale us, while we cannot see or even scream properly? How long will it take?  And we’ll never know why. Maybe they’ll club us or drown us instead. That’s what they do with unwanted slaves, sometimes.

Then she overheard Lavendro speaking. He said something like, “I’ve spoken to Top Floor. Put this lot in holding cells. They can go to Bleeny, when I get clearance. You can destroy the others.”

It took Amanda a moment to digest his remarks. ‘Destroy the others.’ Not ‘execute’ or even ‘kill,’ but ‘destroy.’ They were considered objects now, or animals or slaves, but not people. Was Honeysuckle among the group to be destroyed? And Tom? And what or who was Bleeny? Powerless to ask or protest or even to move her hands, engulfed in darkness, Amanda could only think, and fear.

The five helpless, frightened women shuffled along the corridor, occasionally prodded by a CPS officer. Several times they seemed to be descending steep ramps to lower levels, and Amanda remembered hearing that Diskobolus extended deep underground. There was more of it underground than above ground, people said. She was eventually prodded into a smaller room, and heard the door slam shut.

Later, perhaps hours later, someone came to remove their ties and hoods and gags. Amanda found herself in a tiny cell, together with Roxana Keswick. Iggy’s girl, she thought. So they didn’t get Michael’s message in time. They would remain here, Amanda imagined, until Lavendro got his ‘clearance’. Clearance for what, neither Amanda nor Roxie could guess, nor did either of them know whether any of their families had been spared.


3: NOTHING TO DECLARE

Coromandel: Earth type world, third planet of Bayer 183 in the Further Passalacqua region, 1095 light years from Nenuphar. It was discovered in 2415 by Saumares and settlement began in the following century. Population: approximately one hundred million, almost entirely human, mainly Monophysite Christian. Political status: independent Grand Duchy. Economy: chiefly agricultural. The planet has suffered several Atkoi raids since the 2940s….

New Galactic Encyclopaedia (Infopress: Nenuphar)

Hektor Welbeck was sunk in black despair. An interstellar passenger liner named the Evening Star had arrived in orbit over Coromandel, two hundred light years from Akkadis.

It was not that Hektor anticipated the catastrophe which was soon to unfold. No man is prescient in such matters. Nor did Hektor have any financial worries. He had recently paid one hundred thousand decims into his bank account, entirely free of tax. For a peasant farmer from the Segonzac Hills of northern Coromandel this would usually have represented the earnings of a dozen lifetimes.

Yet Hektor’s face bore no smile, but only a look of stony determination. It was a determination not to allow his family to see the despair he felt. He was a good husband, a good father, and he loved all of his children dearly, but he feared that he would never see his eldest daughter Kyra again.

The Welbecks were gathered in the spaceport on Coromandel. There was only one spaceport on Coromandel. It was a remote world on the fringes of human inhabited space, sixty light years beyond the frontier of the Empire.

Hektor Welbeck was good looking. In his youth he could have married any girl in the district, had he not been quite so poor. Indeed, Kyra’s mother had defied her parents to marry him. Kasimira Welbeck was still beautiful despite her forty-four years and six children, and their children, especially Kyra, had inherited their parents’ good looks.

They stood in the large Departure Hall. Above their heads the fans made a weak breeze which barely disturbed the flies buzzing in the midday heat. Once, the walls had been painted cream, but now they were faded and dusty. On one wall was painted the sign of the Holy Circle; on another hung a portrait of the Grand Duke of Coromandel. There were no other decorations. Schedules listed arrival and departure times and ticket prices.

On richer worlds, Hektor knew, spaceports had huge fibresteel buildings with lofty duraglass windows and gracefully curving roofs; but not here. It was not that Coromandel was a new colony, not by any means. Its first settlers had arrived five centuries earlier. But Coromandel had not prospered. Its people worked hard to make a living from the poor soil and relied on their close family ties and their faith in God to survive. Few indeed ever hoped to set foot offworld or save the price of a ticket on an interstellar liner.

The shuttle which would take Kyra up to the Evening Star had already arrived. They had seen it land, slowly, gracefully and silently sinking in its own antigravity field. The family made their final farewells and watched Kyra as she made her way to a desk with a weighing machine beside it. The desk had a painted sign above it which read, ‘Tolon and New Colonies Neutrino Navigation Company, (Tolcon)’ and in smaller lettering beneath it ‘Swift, Safe, Comfortable and Economical,’ and ‘God Bless Your Journey.’

Kyra joined the queue to be weighed. She clutched a cheap carbonite bag in her left hand, while with her right she traced the sign of the Holy Circle on her forehead and then touched the circular pendant which hung around her neck, silently offering a prayer to the Almighty. She stepped onto the weighing machine and stood very still, hardly daring to breathe in case the slightest movement caused the machine to record a heavier weight for her.

The Tolcon official read the weight and his younger assistant wrote it on Kyra’s ticket. Kyra relaxed slightly, glad to be breathing again. The weight of the girl plus her bag was a fraction under the permitted limit. This was fortunate, as the company charged a thousand decims per stone for any excess weight. An Imperial stone was about half a kilogram, Kyra knew. Her slim build and the lightness of her bag had saved her considerable expense.

She blushed, conscious of the eyes of the younger man upon her and feeling a little exposed as she stood gracefully on the machine, the centre of attention. At nearly eighteen, Kyra was more than merely pretty. She was beautiful. She had a sweet round face, large eyes and fair hair. Her modest dress could not disguise the curves of her slim waist, flaring hips, pert breasts, slender limbs and neck and silky smooth skin. Her demure demeanour complemented her beauty.

The younger man glanced at the girl’s passport. ‘Kyra Kasimira Welbeck,’ it said. ‘Purpose of Travel: Marriage; Destination: Nenuphar.’ Some lucky bastard on Nenuphar is going to marry this gorgeous creature, he thought. Why do the prettiest girls always marry Imperials? He was young enough still to believe that beauty was the most important characteristic in a woman. Had he been less distracted by her looks and more attentive to her passport, he would also have noticed under ‘Education,’ that that she had a First Class matriculation from a reputable girls’ school.

The older man had noticed this detail. He was the father of two girls himself and he hoped Kyra’s fiancé on Nenuphar would treat her well. The girl was as intelligent and brave as she was beautiful, he thought; and from a peasant family, too. Even with a scholarship her parents must have scrimped and saved to send her to that school. At least she would be safe on Nenuphar. Everyone said that war was looming but the Imperials would obviously stop the Atkoi long before they reached Nenuphar. He smiled reassuringly and waved Kyra through, towards an exit marked ‘Shuttles’.

Kyra curtsied and said, “Thank you, sir”. (Polite too, thought the official. Not like some of the youngsters nowadays.)

“Enjoy your trip,” he said. “The Evening Star’s a lovely ship.”

Kyra gave her family a final wave and tried her best to smile. Then she picked up her bag and hurried towards the exit door and disappeared from sight, as though unwilling to prolong the parting moments or unable to maintain her smile a moment longer.

An hour later, sitting on a comfortable seat in the shuttle, Kyra fastened her seatbelt immediately, before the announcement which instructed passengers to do so. The announcement was made first in Inglic, the language of the Empire, and then Cormic, her own dialect. Kyra was good at Inglic. It had been one of her matriculation subjects at school.

The whine of the engines became louder.  She prayed for a safe journey, her heart thumping furiously. Her fear intensified as she felt the shuttle lift off. She began to feel heavier. Never before had she left solid ground. Never before had she felt so alone, so far from her family and her home village. Yet, she told herself, she was probably safer here than she had been at home on her parents’ farm. Home? she thought. She no longer had a home. Had she made a terrible mistake to entrust her future, her very life, to a man she had never met, no matter how convincing his letters had been? She felt certain Simon was a good man, loving, generous, God fearing and responsible, and she thought he would be a kind husband. He had an excellent reference from his priest, too. And yet there were rumours, stories of Cormic girls tricked away from home, terrible stories of girls abducted and sold into slavery. But such cases must be very rare, she knew. The Emperor would surely not allow such things to happen.

The heaviness lessened. Through the nearest window, Kyra saw Coromandel far below, blue and green and brown. Then she saw the Evening Star in the distance. It must be the Evening Star. At first it was no brighter than the brightest stars, but it grew larger even as she watched. It was difficult to estimate its distance, but as the shuttle gradually approached it, she realised how enormous it must be. No wonder it could hold thousands of people. It was silvery gray in colour, glinting in the sun, with graceful curves, too flat to be called a sphere and yet too rounded to be called a disc, and it was flattened at one end. An interstellar liner had no need to be streamlined or aerodynamic like a shuttle. It travelled in a vacuum. But its hull was curved to give it strength.

The shuttle was turning sideways so that the ship was soon out of her line of vision. She heard the loud thumps as the cables locked into place and pulled the shuttle into one of the huge docking bays.

It seemed to take an age before the doors opened and the passengers were allowed to emerge into the shuttle dock. A large number ‘1’ was painted on the wall of the docking chamber. They were welcomed aboard by a smartly uniformed crew. A pretty stewardess smiled at Kyra, glanced at her ticket and directed her to the correct companionway. Kyra read the stewardess’s name badge. ‘Carys,’ it said.

Kyra went to the observation lounge to watch the shuttle depart, returning to the planet’s surface. It was carrying a few passengers and some cargo. She could not return now, even if she wanted to. That was a relief. It was easier to be brave when there was no opportunity to turn back.

The Evening Star was the safest, most luxurious ship of the Tolcon line. Everyone said that. Six months from now Kyra would arrive on Nenuphar.  Simon would be there to meet her and take her in his arms and she would be his loyal, loving wife forever, and have a better life for herself and her future children than she could ever have hoped for on Coromandel. And because of Kyra, the Welbeck family would have immeasurably better lives, too.

Kyra looked down at the departing shuttle and at Coromandel far below, so blue and green. She tried to make out the west coast of the single huge continent but it had already disappeared over the horizon. She would probably never see the Segonzac Hills again. For a moment she felt a pang of fear. Then she controlled it.

The Evening Star, thought Kyra. What a lovely name.

Kyra’s family returned home by much slower means. The hovertrain glided a millimetre above its track so that the Welbeck family could doze, or just sit and think. Hektor was silent, with a heavy heart. He wondered if he would ever see Kyra again, or ever meet her children.

The family were no poorer than most people in the Segonzac Hills or most people on Coromandel generally. Hektor was a tenant farmer with one and a half hectares of land, planted with oilroot plants. Kyra had grown up a loving daughter, hard working at school and at home, intelligent, modest, a little shy and exceptionally beautiful. When she was almost seventeen standard years of age her parents had approached the village priest, asking him to find a husband for her. He had suggested arranging an offworld marriage. Although cautious at first, Hektor and Kasimira had agreed at least to explore the idea, and the priest had recorded her details with the Church marriage agency. Kyra had received several letters and replied to just one man, Simon Ozwald, from Nenuphar, the Imperial Capital planet. He was a widower, aged forty and well to do (although he never boasted of it). The couple exchanged several long letters. Thanks to the Postal Relay Station on Alcmaeon, Coromandel’s single moon, a digitally transmitted letter took only two months to cross that immense distance, by polarised carrier beam.

After exchanging several lengthy letters, Simon proposed marriage and Kyra accepted, with her parents’ permission. The custom on Coromandel was for a bridegroom to offer a gift to the family of the bride. In rural districts a field or small piece of land might be considered appropriate. Simon had evidently done his research, because he knew about this custom. He gave Kyra’s parents a very substantial gift indeed: five thousand Imperial credits, (which in Cormic currency amounted to eighty thousand decims) plus the price of a Second Class ticket for Kyra to come to him.

Hektor was not a mercenary man. He would never for an instant have considered selling his daughter. But Simon’s gift was evidence of his kindness, and Cormics were a practical people. With such a sum, the Welbecks could buy ten hectares of land and never pay rent again. Kyra’s brothers and sisters could all attend university. A good future awaited them. Kyra’s children would never know the poverty which the Welbecks had taken for granted. And to top it all, Simon Ozwald was a full citizen of the Empire. Kyra’s children would automatically be citizens. They would be able to vote for Imperial Senators one day.

And so Hektor signed the contract of betrothal, the village priest witnessed and blessed it, and it became binding. Simon Ozwald did not yet know what a lovely wife he was getting. She was a gem, thought Hektor. She had even asked Tolcon to downgrade her Second Class ticket to Third Class, saving a further twenty thousand decims which she gave to her parents.

Hektor would visit the district capital of Vieutemps to consult a lawyer about buying some land. He was still considering possible names for the new farm. He would also contact the Court of the Great Herald. He could afford to register a family sigil now. He had already given some thought to the possible design: perhaps a Holy Circle, with a star representing the fact that he had family off world. He was very proud of that. Or perhaps he might choose a mythical beast he had seen carved in the stonework of the cathedral in Vieutemps. It had the body of a lion, but the head, claws and wings of an eagle. Hektor had found a junior priest, an intercessor or sub-deacon, and asked him what it was. The cleric had self importantly told him that it was called a griffin. Perhaps the lawyer could advise Hektor about that, too. (My lawyer, thought Hektor.) His family had been on Coromandel for ten generations but it was he, Hektor, who would be the first to buy land and register a coat of arms.

Swiftly, silently, the hovertrain sped towards Vieutemps. There the Welbeck family would catch a landbus up into the Segonzac Hills and later a second bus which would take them to within twenty miles of their home village. They would be home within three days.


4: WHEN I LIVED IN MODERN TIMES

Regions Caesar never knew

Thy posterity shall sway

Where his eagles never flew

None invincible as they.

William Cowper: Boadicea

At some point on Kyra’s first night aboard the Evening Star, the ship’s vast bulk began imperceptibly to move, leaving its orbit over Coromandel to accelerate to the fringes of the solar system. Everything was so new that Kyra almost forgot to be homesick. She ate in the Third Class canteen, where the food was dull, but free; or rather, it was included in her ticket price.

Space aboard a liner was in short supply. Every cubic inch meant more volume to be dragged into metaspace and across the light years between the stars. The Third Class cabins were particularly crowded. Kyra’s cabin contained twelve narrow bunks arranged on three levels on both sides of a narrow aisle, leading to a tiny toilet cubicle. Several such cabins shared a shower cubicle.

But if space was at a premium, energy was plentiful. The huge reactor engines which provided enough power to push the vessel into metaspace generated more than enough energy to maintain the artificial gravity at the standard Old Earth level considered healthy for most humans.

Seven standard days after leaving orbit, the Evening Star was on the very edge of Coromandel’s solar system. The orb which all her life Kyra had called ‘the Sun,’ was now no more than a bright star. From here it was safe for the ship to shift into metaspace. No metashift was possible if the ship was too close to a star; or to be more precise, a metashift was possible but suicidally dangerous. Gravity distorted metaspace. Similarly, without cinerium cladding on a ship’s reactor chambers and tubes, a metashift was still theoretically possible, but dangerous.

The crew and more experienced travellers took metashifts in their stride, but Kyra and some of her new friends and shipmates wished to see the shift as it happened. They were gathered in the observation lounge holding a handrail and looking out of the huge duraglass window.

Kyra was standing next to Nysha Pirow, a tall, slim, attractive blonde, also from Coromandel. Nysha was travelling to Tolon where she was due to begin training as a nurse.

There was a shortage of nurses on many Imperial worlds. Kyra had been amazed to learn that on many Imperial planets an allowance was paid to any citizens who wished to claim it and that as a result many people chose not to work at all, and vacancies went unfilled. When Kyra had first heard this she could scarcely believe that the Empire could be so rich, but Nysha convinced her it was true. Nysha had herself successfully applied for free training. She was excited about the new life ahead of her.

There had been an announcement ten minutes earlier to inform the passengers that the shift was imminent, but talking to her friend, Kyra had lost track of time and when it happened she was taken aback.

When she thought about it afterwards, Kyra realised that the soft humming in the background which seemed to be present all the time aboard ship, had been louder in the hours before the metashift. They were looking out of the huge window at the stars. There were thousands of stars, some bright, others hardly visible. They could see the cloudy patches of the Milky Way with a clarity which Kyra had never before experienced, undistorted by any atmosphere.

Then suddenly, without warning, most of the stars disappeared. Very few stars or physical objects of any kind protrude naturally into this dimension of metaspace. There was a gasp of surprise from the new travellers awed by the sudden spectacle of near nothingness. Kyra knew that there were, in theory at least, further dimensions still, of which little was understood. There were those who said that they were the abode of God Himself.

Gradually the murmur of polite conversation returned. The distant hum of the vast reactor drive engines grew a little quieter. They had accomplished their miracle and dragged the Evening Star into metaspace and now they could return to their normal output. The crowd slowly dispersed to the recreation room, the thunderball court, the library, the chapel, the restaurants, the dining rooms and the bars.

Four weeks passed before the Evening Star again shifted out of metaspace near to a planet called Borobudur. Again they slowly approached the planet and went into orbit while a shuttle craft brought up passengers and cargo. Borobudur was within the Empire’s boundaries and Imperial officials boarded the liner to check the cargo and the passengers’ documents.

The empty bunks and cabins aboard the liner were all full now. People were leaving Borobudur, escaping the troubles. The alien borbods, a native species, had been attacking the human rulers of the planet. Kyra met several passengers who embarked at Borobudur. Aimee Pembroke was travelling with her parents, grandparents and brother. Kyra gathered that the family had been quite well off on Borobudur. Leah and Rebekka Hart and their parents also boarded at Borobudur. The Harts came from a farming background although on a vastly different scale to Kyra’s family. They had owned fifteen thousand hectares of land which had been in their family for generations. Kyra liked Leah and Bekka. Despite their difference in wealth they seemed to share a common outlook on life, a sense of self respect and self reliance. Leah and Bekka were placed in Kyra’s cabin and their parents were in another cabin nearby. Nysha, Kyra, Aimee, Leah and Bekka became firm friends.

Once, Leah and Bekka had had a brother, but Jake was dead now, killed in a borbod attack on their farmstead. By the time help had arrived, the raiders were long gone. The planetary authorities, unable to cope with such attacks, sought Imperial help in vain. They could not even get permission to relocate the borbods to designated areas. Borobudur was a remote planet at the very edges of the Empire and senators from the safe and crowded Central Worlds were more concerned with their own local issues. While politicians dithered, the Harts, the Pembrokes and many others sold their homes and property for whatever they could get to begin new lives elsewhere. Elsewhere, for the Pembrokes and the Harts, meant Verulamium. Kyra hoped they would prosper there.

Kyra showed Leah, Bekka and Aimee her photographs of Simon, and they said he looked handsome, and kind. Kyra glowed with pride.

Bekka and Leah’s father, Owen Hart, was bitter over the loss of his son and everything the family had built up over generations, the gradual destruction of his planet’s whole culture, and the Empire’s betrayal of Borobudur. Kyra realised that he was too old, too set in his ways, truly to begin afresh. Perhaps his daughters would learn to think of Verulamium as home. Mr and Mrs Pembroke were younger both in years and outlook. Tom Pembroke would probably make a success of his life wherever he settled.

One very important passenger also boarded the Evening Star at Borobudur. His Eminence, Archpriest Peter Scamander, with his purple robes and biretta and grey hair made an impressive sight. Kyra was glad he had boarded the ship. He conducted regular services in the chapel, which Aimee and her family and Kyra all attended. His Eminence was a forceful man, sometimes cold and distant, but charming, courteous and persuasive when he chose to be. Sometimes his eyes lingered for a moment or Kyra or Aimee, but his manner was impeccable. It was rumoured that he was on his way to New Jerusalem, the seat of the Arch Patriarch on New Earth, but no-one knew why such a senior cleric had been visiting Borobudur.

After Borobudur, the next scheduled stop was Stormhaven. Here the ship took on a cargo of the precious heavy metal cinerium, which was to be transferred as a payment from the Reserve Bank of Stormhaven to its creditors on Iconium. Such transactions were occasionally necessary to the Imperial banking system. The next scheduled stops were Terminor, then Amarinthe Five, Esperanza, Verulamium, Iconium, Eppynt Prime, and then Tolon, that great transport hub and centre of industry, mining and commerce where Kyra would transfer to another vessel, The Princess of Chaldea, which would take her eventually to Nenuphar.

Kyra grew used to her shipboard routine, little imagining how suddenly her life and all their lives were about to change.

An announcement said that the ship was shifting out of metaspace for emergency maintenance. There had been an explosion in the engine room and a trainee engineer had been killed. Repairs would take several days. A memorial service for the deceased would be held in the chapel shortly.

Shocked by the news, Kyra found it hard to sleep that night. As she eventually drifted into sleep, she and her cabin mates were woken by a loud bang. One of the women whimpered, someone asked what was going on, and someone else switched a light on. They listened. They could hear only the soft hiss of air from the vent. Someone turned up the dial of the intercom. Oddly, there was only silence instead of the usual insipid music. In fact it was not quite silence, but a dull crackling sound. Then there was another loud bang. The starship was built to be quiet but it is impossible to soundproof a fibresteel and carbonite vessel entirely. For an instant, Kyra thought she heard shouting. Then all the women heard the spitting sound of neutrino weapons being fired.

There was an announcement ordering all off duty personnel to report immediately to their posts. Kyra looked at Leah. Something must be seriously wrong. A further announcement ordered all passengers to return to their cabins, lock their doors and remain inside. The women heard someone running down the corridor outside, and then more shouting. One passenger, a Mrs Pomuluk, a little bolder than the others, took it upon herself to walk to the cabin door, open it, and look out into the corridor.

Mrs Pomuluk gave a short squawk which seemed in contrast to her usual reserved character. She slammed the door and managed to lock it, despite her shaking hands. She turned, and for the briefest instant the girls saw the horror in her eyes as she tried to speak.

Then the lights, the intercom, the gravity and the ventilation all suddenly failed.


5: VOYAGE OF THE DAMNED

Metaspace: It was Aldridge (qv), working on Old Earth in the 2040s, who proved theoretically that a further seven dimensions exist beyond the four which human beings are capable of perceiving. By shifting into these ‘metaspatial’ dimensions, Aldridge argued, it might be possible to make an interstellar voyage in weeks or months instead of the centuries which such a journey would require at sublight speeds.

But Neither Aldridge nor any of his generation lived to see interstellar travel become a reality. The technology necessary to travel via metaspace was eventually brought to Old Earth by the Nizamis, who maintained control over interstellar travel for generations. Only after the Great Revolt (qv) and the discovery of Niflheim (qv) and its mineral wealth, did humanity acquire an independent supply of cinerium and metaspace capability.
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Several of the girls were screaming and flailing around in the dark, unused to complete weightlessness. Mrs Pomuluk and Kyra realised that the air would soon become unbreathable. After a few minutes, limited power was restored. Pale blue emergency lights came on, the ventilation system was working again and gravity was at half power. The emergency generators, thought Mrs Pomuluk. But how long will they last?

Mrs Pomuluk explained what she had seen in the corridor. She thought there were intruders on the ship. Somehow, they must have known the ship would shift out of metaspace here. They had guns – huge black neutrino rifles. They also had borbod mercenaries with them. Borbods were often employed as soldiers. They could live in a human environment. They were larger than men, with much greater physical strength but considerably less intelligence. But they could be taught to use weapons, they could understand and obey orders and they were naturally aggressive and warlike. At their best they were excellent soldiers and placed great store in loyalty to their immediate officers, but they could sometimes behave in ways which defied understanding.

Someone suggested they leave the cabin and make their way to the recreation room. There would be other people there and safety in numbers. Mrs Pomuluk pointed out that the last broadcast had instructed passengers to remain in their cabins. That must surely have been for reasons of safety. They might have a better chance of avoiding the danger by staying quietly in their cabin.

The Hart sisters agreed, and wanted to remain so that their parents would be able to find them. And one young woman named Tamsin or Tami was on the verge of hysteria and simply would not move. Kyra remained in the cabin, to try to keep Tamsin calm. The other seven women left.

Kyra pulled on her jogging suit over her pyjamas. Absurdly, calm classical music began playing over the intercom. But there were unmistakable sounds of firing – the hiss and crackle of neutrino rifles and more shouting. Then the sounds stopped, even the music stopped and everything fell silent. Kyra tried to comfort Tami, who was shaking, but Kyra herself felt sick with fear.

There were more shouts. Then they heard a woman screaming hysterically and running down the corridor, but it was not possible to distinguish any of her words through the cabin walls. Then suddenly the screams stopped. At one point Kyra heard what sounded like a man laugh, and some excited shouting, and then some more neutrino fire. They waited in their cabin, terrified, for half an hour. Then there was an announcement over the intercom. It was in Inglic, but with a strong accent so that Kyra found it difficult to follow. It was a short message. It simply said, “This vessel has been commandeered by the Ziandan Navy under the Naval War Regulations Edict of the Ziandan People’s Front. We apologise for any inconvenience. We have no wish to harm anyone, but for your own safety you must remain where you are until you receive further instructions.”

They all wondered what the Ziandan Navy could possibly be. Kyra said that she had heard of a planet called Ziandakush. It was an Atkoi planet.

“Ziandakush is an Atkoi world, that is true,” said Mrs Pomuluk. “It’s the capital of their main Kzamate. But Zianda on its own is another name for Selimpono, an Imperial planet. A lot of Atkoi live there, and some of them want the planet to come under Atkoi rule. So it might be that the Ziandan Navy are Atkoi rebels from Selimpono.”

This seemed plausible, but horrible. The Atkoi were noted for their brutality. Why, and how, had they boarded an Imperial passenger liner? Passenger liners were safe. They could not be attacked in metaspace. How could anyone have possibly known that the Evening Star would shift out of metaspace just here?

Their discussion was ended abruptly by several loud bangs on the door and an aggressive shake of the handle. “This is Lieutenant Toltok of the Ziandan Navy,” said a voice. It was peremptory, aggressive and guttural. “Make open this door. Else you be sorry.” The language was Inglic, but the accent and grammar were peculiar.

The girls looked at Mrs Pomuluk for guidance. She shook her head urgently, not daring to speak. Kyra held Tami tightly, willing her not to scream. She could feel Tami shaking. Perhaps if they were quiet, the man would think that the cabin was empty.

Again there was a loud bang on the door. The door is solid, thought Kyra, but they will soon break it down. We can delay them for a while, but that might make them more angry with us when they do get in. On the other hand the crew might be able to rescue us if we hold out for a while longer. And what do the Ziandan Navy want with us anyway?

The agony of indecision was cut short by another curt demand. “You make open now! Else you be sorry!” This was followed by a thump so loud that the door shook. They were hitting it with a rifle butt. Shaking, Kyra released Tami and stepped to the door to unfasten it. None of the others tried to stop her. Each had waited for someone else to make a decision. For an instant Kyra panicked when the latch seemed stuck. With strength lent by desperation, she gave the latch a sharp tug and it slid open.

The door opened so suddenly that Kyra stumbled back. She saw Lieutenant Toltok and two of his men, and something else. The men wore scruffy military tunics, not quite matching, and in one case not fastened up. Toltok carried a neutrino pistol and his men held rifles. Two of the men appeared to be Atkoi.

Then Kyra saw the fourth figure, and it was a vision from Hell.


6: ALL OUR TOMORROWS

Evening Star: Interstellar liner of the Meteor class, built 2878 at Hopkins and Sons of Terminor, for the Nenuphar line, sold 2926 to Ratisbon Transport and 2944 to the Tolcon Line. It was designed for a crew of eighty and two thousand passengers, and later adapted for two thousand six hundred.
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The creature which Kyra had seen in the corridor of the Evening Star stood perhaps seven feet tall, but it would have been taller if its head and torso did not lean forward. It would have been top heavy were it not for a very thick, heavy tail which enabled it to balance. Its skin was charcoal grey, thick and leathery. It was broad and heavily built and only just able to enter the doorway. It had two legs and two arms, massively thick, and it held a neutrino rifle in one enormous hand as easily as if it were a light walking cane. But Kyra’s eyes were drawn to its face and head. It was a large head, grey like its body, and its jaw and snout jutted forward. Its long teeth were not covered by any lips, and it appeared to be salivating. Above its mouth was a cluster of several pinkish wormlike threads, waving in the air. These were its olfactory sensors, its external nasal organ. Its eyes were small, round and unblinking. From its muzzle emerged a single horn, thick at the base and pointing straight upwards, cream in colour with a pattern of thick reddish-brown lines encircling it. It wore no clothes, but it had various straps on its body from which hung weapons and equipment. A heavy club hung from its belt.

The creature was a borbod. It belonged in the forests of Borobudur, fighting others of its kind, but someone had hired it and armed it and trained it to kill people and now it was aboard the Evening Star.

Horrified, Kyra watched the nasal sensors writhing, tasting the air. The borbod was making hissing sounds. Then it looked directly at Kyra and the tone of its hisses changed, becoming a deep guttural grunting and rasping, and its sensors seemed to open out and writhe all the more. Terrified, Kyra looked away and retreated further. All the women had now backed to the further end of the cabin.

Wide eyed, Tami seemed to be about to begin screaming. Kyra held her hand. They all stared at the guns and the borbod. Kyra had seen guns in telescreen dramas, as there was a family in her village with a telescreen and they sometimes invited the neighbours to visit, but she had never seen real ones. And she had certainly never seen a borbod before, not even a picture of one.

But Leah and Bekka had both seen a borbod before. The attack on their farm had been at night and they had not seen those borbods up close, but there had been a very old, tame, dehorned specimen which did heavy manual work on their farm. Its name was Gosku. Gosku had been killed on the night of the raid. The attackers had bitten out its throat.

But this borbod was not old, not dehorned, and certainly not tame. Leah’s blood ran cold. It shouldn’t be here, she thought. We left home to get away from them. Why have they brought a borbod here? Whoever these Ziandans are, they are human, but the borbods are the enemies of man. They can never be anything else. They can never be our allies.

“You stand still, else I blast you,” said Toltok unnecessarily. The girls stood very still. Kyra squeezed Tami’s hand. She wanted to encourage her, to say that Tami was doing well, and that everything would be all right soon, but she dared not speak. “All you, put hands on head,” added Toltok.

The women obeyed. As Kyra released Tami’s hand, she felt glad of the jogging suit she had put on. Leah, though, felt acutely embarrassed. Obliged to put her hands on her head, she knew her breasts were lifted and her short cropped top was lifted away from the pyjama trousers, exposing her bare midriff. Leah was twenty. She was conscious of the fact that men noticed her body. She glanced at her sister. Bekka was a year younger, with similar dark hair and good looks. Bekka was wearing a white nightdress which came down to her calves, but with split sides. Leah was glad her sister was standing behind Mrs Pomuluk so that the men could not see her.

One man watched the women while the other two searched the room. Each passenger had a small locker for her personal possessions. These were searched by the simple expedient of emptying the contents onto the floor and scattering them with a foot. Little of value was found. This was, after all, a Third Class cabin. Perhaps their colleagues in First or Second Class would be conducting more profitable searches. Mrs Pomuluk, though, had one or two items of jewellery: a gold watch and a tiny cinerium pendant. Her husband had given her the pendant thirty years before. Now a widow, Agnes Pomuluk treasured it still. Despite her straightened circumstances she had never considered selling it.

Toltok took the pendant himself and let another man keep the watch. Kyra saw her precious possessions scattered: her letters and photographs, her school matriculation diploma, and a picture of a wedding dress she had seen on an infochannel, which was to have been the design for her own wedding dress if Simon approved.

Then one of the men found a small silken object. He held it up for his comrades to admire. It was the nightdress which Kyra had bought for her wedding night, a surprise for Simon: white, silky and scanty. Kyra had bought it with her cousin Minda when they had travelled together to Vieutemps. Minda had said Simon would find it irresistible. Minda was already married. She knew about such things.

One man held up the nightdress while the others grinned. Kyra blushed. “Who belong this?” demanded the man holding it. His strange accent and cruel appearance frightened the women.

“Owns,” corrected Toltok helpfully.

“Who own this?”

There was moment of silence. “I do,” said Kyra, unwilling to allow the others to be blamed for her reticence. The men leered at her. One of the men said something in a language Kyra did not understand. The others laughed and Toltok added a further comment. Kyra blushed a deeper crimson, hating the unwelcome attention. For a dreadful moment she thought that they were going to order her to change into the nightdress then and there, with the men watching. Then, disturbingly, the man holding the garment put it in his pocket and Toltok said to Kyra, “Later, Boolg fetch you, you wear that.” The men laughed.

What did he mean? Was Boolg the man’s name? Was it a joke, a suggestion, or a threat? Kyra felt as if a cold hand was clutching at her heart. There was something about the way the others had laughed which made her think that being on the receiving end of Boolg’s attentions would not be pleasant.

The men and the borbod turned their attention back to the lockers. One or two had been locked, and they burnt through the locks with the briefest blasts from their weapons.

Satisfied that the room contained nothing else of interest, and with papers and clothing trampled underfoot, the three men returned their attention to the little huddle of fear and trepidation at one end of the room: the five women, still with their hands on their heads, standing pressed together as if for protection and awaiting their fate, the decision of Toltok and his subordinates. Toltok was speaking to one of his men. Listening carefully, Kyra could make out some words of Inglic: cargo…cabin… woman. He pointed to Mrs Pomuluk first and said “Old woman, you go out.”

Mrs Pomuluk, at fifty-six, did not consider herself old, but she went into the corridor as instructed. The man followed her, prodding her with his rifle.

Toltok spoke to the borbod. Kyra noticed that a small translating device strapped to the creature’s neck picked up the human words and emitted some hisses and grunts which the creature seemed to understand. The device also translated the borbod’s noises into the Atkoi dialect.

“You go with him,” said Toltok. “Go now. He follow.” By now the four girls’ arms were aching but none dared remove them from their heads. They went obediently where the borbod gestured, along a corridor. They saw several other Ziandan Navy men and one or two borbods, but they did not see Mrs Pomuluk again. At one point Kyra smelled burning and she thought she saw some bodies on the floor of a cabin with an open door, but they had passed the doorway before she could be certain.

They were taken to one of the First Class dining rooms. There was a thick carpet on the floor and smart tables with comfortable chairs which had been moved to one side of the large room, leaving a clear space. There were two entrances into the dining room and a borbod guard stood at each. Huddled together on one side were a group of young women. Kyra saw Aimee Pembroke and Nysha Pirow. There were no men or older women among the prisoners: only young women. Kyra tried to make sense of what was happening. She looked around for Aithne, another of her friends, a rather plain girl in her early twenties. Aithne was not here. What does that mean? Kyra wondered.  Perhaps Aithne will be brought here soon.

In the First and Second Class cabins, the passengers’ experience was similar. Wealth accorded no privileges with the Ziandan Navy. The passengers tended mainly to be rather older but their personal effects were more valuable. In fact the roundup of the prisoners began in First Class even before Kyra and her cabin mates had been woken and before the announcement on the intercom that the ship had been boarded.

Lloyd and Daisy Renard were not even aware of the intruders until a loud bang on their cabin door caused Lloyd to get up and open it. It was pushed open so violently that he was sent sprawling backwards. Daisy sat up in bed, looked at the creature which was entering the room and screamed so loudly that for several moments no other voice could be heard.  

The borbod was followed into the room by a human whose name was Sergeant Krull. Krull had the curious distinction of having half of his left ear missing. It had been burnt off by a glancing blast of a neutrino pistol several years previously, and the blast which had incinerated Krull’s ear had also severely burnt his face. Medical treatment had not been available and Krull had been lucky to survive. The left side of his face had an uneven, leathery appearance and one eye was pulled to a strange angle where his melted skin had shrunk, although his eyesight was not impaired. Before his injuries, Krull had not been especially handsome. Now, he was grotesque. Daisy thought he was the ugliest man she had ever seen.

Krull ordered both passengers to stand still while the borbod searched the room. Screams, thumps and neutrino fire could be heard, indicating that passengers is neighbouring cabins were suffering equally rude awakenings. Daisy’s screams had subsided to tremulous whimpers as the couple watched their possessions being looted. Satisfied that the borbod had found everything of worth, Krull pointed his pistol at Daisy and said, “You come with me.” Daisy was rooted to the spot. She was an attractive young woman of twenty-one with dark hair, slender figure, long legs and firm round breasts. Krull could see this because Daisy was wearing only a diaphanous deep red silky top and matching panties. The skimpy panties were fastened with a bow on each side. The top was held together by a bow above Daisy’s breasts. The whole ensemble did little to preserve Daisy’s modesty. Perhaps it was not intended to. This was, after all, Daisy and Lloyd’s own cabin, and they were on their honeymoon.

Krull, still holding the neutrino pistol in his right hand, seized Daisy’s hair with his left to pull her out of the room. Lloyd, who had allowed their possessions to be plundered, leapt forward to push Krull away from his wife. The enraged borbod moved faster than Lloyd had thought possible. It hissed and clicked and seized Lloyd by the throat, lifted him with one hand and flung him across the tiny cabin so forcefully that Lloyd’s head and torso slammed violently against the wall. Lloyd’s head slumped limply forward and the borbod expertly kicked it with such ferocious power that it whipped back and hit the wall forcefully a second time. Lloyd did not attempt to rise.

Krull led Daisy hurriedly out of the room and handed her to a subordinate, a Private Dunlow, who conducted her through the corridors wearing only her red top and panties. She heard the spits of neutrino fire and the screams of men and women, and smelled burning. She was the first inmate to arrive in the First Class dining room.


7: THE TREE OF LIFE

Atkoi: Settlers from Old Earth fleeing the Nizami conquerors are believed to have first settled on Atkonium around 2200; the first attempts to settle Ziandakush, Galamatias, Papagaai and Sarmiento must have followed within a generation. Interstellar travel at that time depended on vessels obtained from the Nizami by bribery or theft, and consequently the Atkoi were isolated from human civilisation both by distance and the rarity of space travel. They lived on marginal land without the ability to geoengineer their planets. Many communities or tribes of ‘Atkoi’, as they became known, are believed to have reverted to barbarism by the late 2400s. Little is known of their early history….
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Mrs Pomuluk had been taken in the opposite direction to Kyra and her friends. She was pushed through a wide doorway into a very large room. It was a bare room, functional and with no furniture. There was a large black number ‘2’ painted inside a white circle on both side walls. There were already about a hundred women in there.

Mrs Pomuluk naturally realised that the so called Ziandan Navy was not a navy at all. They were criminals; brigands. She had seen telescreen dramas about brigands, but in the stories it was always a beautiful young woman, perhaps a princess or a senator’s daughter, who gets abducted and then she is either rescued or she falls in love with the brigand chief who turns out to be quite nice really, only misunderstood, and he mends his ways. But those were stories, Mrs Pomuluk thought. This was real.

Was it possible they were not being abducted at all? From time to time more women were brought in, including many older women. There was no sign of Kyra, Leah, Bekka or Aimee though.

She recognised this room as a shuttle dock. This was where shuttle craft entered the Evening Star when it was in orbit. The air could be pumped out, the huge external space doors slid open, and the shuttle would enter. The doors would close and the air would be allowed back in, and the passengers or cargo would be transferred between the shuttle and the ship. Then the air would be pumped out again and the shuttle would depart. She knew the Evening Star had two shuttle docks, next to each other, one large and one small. Over the next four hours more and more female passengers and a few crewwomen were brought in. Despite its size, the room became crowded and hot.

The attempt to break out of the shuttle dock was the idea of several of the crewwomen. Perhaps they guessed what the intruders were planning. At any rate, with only one borbod guarding the door they believed they had a fair chance of rushing the creature and overpowering it and taking its weapon. They spoke in whispers, not knowing how sensitive the borbod’s translation device was or whether it could interpret Inglic. They recruited other prisoners into their plan and on a given signal, charged the guard.

The borbod did not bother to use its rifle. Seeming to fly into an uncontrolled rage it thrashed out wildly, killing with its feet, hands, tail and horn faster than its victims could scatter. Within seconds a dozen bodies lay on the deck near the doorway. Some had been kicked and had their heads stamped on. Others were struck with its huge hands or bitten in the neck or disembowelled with its vicious horn. The prisoners abandoned any plan of attacking the borbod and fled to the far end of room, but the creature’s rage did not subside. It suddenly remembered its heavy club, and crushed another five or six thin human skulls using far more energy than was necessary, as if it either rejoiced in the exercise or it simply did not realise how little force was required to kill a human. Eventually it returned to its place in the corridor outside the open doors and stood, quiet again, except for occasional clicks and hisses.

The borbod’s name was Ugukh. Around its horn were painted eight red rings. The rings were called kutch. They showed that he had killed eight warriors in battle. Ugukh was young. He had known warriors who had a hundred kutch. Ugukh would not add any kutch for the humans he had killed today. Neither the prisoners nor the crewmen counted towards kutch. They were weak, untrained and mostly unarmed. Killing them did not bring honour to Ugukh. It was exhilarating though, like killing creatures for food in the forests of his home, and it was profitable to work for these humans aboard the Vengeance Is Mine; but it did not add to his kutch. One day he would return to Borobudur a wealthy warrior with many kutch, but the kutch would be earned by killing borbod warriors in battle, or even worthy humans or other aliens who were trained and armed and armoured.

The prisoners cried and whimpered at one end of the room. They were thirsty. There were no toilets. They did not dare to venture towards the open door where the borbod stood. The bodies lay where they had fallen.

Eventually, when no more prisoners had been brought in for some little time, the doors slid shut. It was difficult to estimate the number of prisoners but Mrs Pomuluk guessed there might be perhaps around a thousand. She pushed her way through the crowded room trying to find people she knew. She found Mrs Hart, Aithne, Mrs Pembroke and her elderly mother-in-law. They decided to keep together as a group and continued walking and looking for other people they knew. When they reached the huge external space doors, they paused for a while.

There was a large round duraglass window in each door. They looked outside. They appeared to be in orbit around a large planet, a gas giant. A distant sun shone dimly, like a bright star. The gas giant was a beautiful planet, she thought. It had broad bands alternately reddish brown and creamy yellow. It was not a perfect globe but appeared slightly flattened. Around its equator, barely visible in the dim light of the star, a system of rings could faintly be seen. It was a J-type world, common enough throughout the galaxy, named after Jupiter in the Old Earth solar system.

Mrs Pomuluk had once lived on Tolon, where her husband Ted had been a master engineer. They had lived in one of Tolon’s huge industrial cities. Ted had worked in a factory which manufactured parts for the machinery used in refining the precious ores extracted on nearby Niflheim, including cinerium. Tolon also had a gas giant in its system, a vast lifeless globe called Enorme which had thirty moons. But the planet they were looking at now was more beautiful than Enorme. Looking carefully, she saw that this one had at least three moons now visible. There might be many others. She guessed that there would be no inhabited planet in this system. It was a reasonable guess. The Empire claimed sovereignty over a vast region of space, a roughly spherical shape about two thousand light years across. There were perhaps ten million stars within this enormous area, but fewer than one star out of every ten thousand had a humanly habitable planet orbiting it. That meant fewer than a thousand planets where people lived. There were also alien species who owed allegiance to the Empire, and a few remote communications stations on otherwise uninhabited worlds, as well as various mining operations and naval bases, but the vast majority of planetary systems were uninhabited and seldom visited.

They could dimly see a small vessel linked to the Evening Star by a docking tunnel or tube. It must be the brigands’ vessel, Mrs Pomuluk thought. She could just make out a name on the side of the vessel: ‘Vengeance Is Mine’. She guessed that was what it said. Many words in the Atkoi languages were similar to Inglic but spelled differently. For a moment she wondered if their base was here in this system. Then she realised that despite its small size it was probably large enough to carry reactor engines with metaspace capability. It could be from anywhere. It looked like a military vessel, but an old one. If Ted was here, he could have told her what type it was. Her husband had known all about such things.

“That’s their ship, isn’t it,” said Aithne. “Do you think they’re going to kill us?”

Mrs Hart hugged her. “No,” she said and tried to think of a reason why not, but couldn’t, so she just said, “No,” again. She had to believe that. Her family were all on the ship, somewhere. We tried to leave the borbods behind us, she thought. We left everything we knew, everything we had, everything our family had built up over a hundred years, but now they are here with us.

Selena Pembroke, Aimee’s mother, did not speak. She looked down and covered her mouth. Aithne could see where Aimee’s beauty came from.

“I think they might kill us. They wouldn’t want any witnesses,” said Aithne, trying to be brave and succeeding quite well. Aithne had faced setbacks before. Disappointment had made her strong, or at least taught her to disguise her feelings. “What do you think, Mrs Pomuluk?”

But Mrs Pomuluk never replied to that question. Before she could answer, they heard a sound, a long, low rumbling sound coming from the room next to theirs, Shuttle Dock Number One. It was the sound of the external space doors. They must have been opened fully with the air still in the huge room. As the air rushed out into space, everything moveable was sucked out with it. Mrs Pomuluk, Mrs Hart, Mrs Pembroke, her mother-in-law and Aithne watched through the windows as countless hundreds of men’s bodies tumbled and somersaulted into the vacuum of space, some almost gracefully, others writhing for a few moments as they were frozen and ruptured by the cold and the vacuum. One body drifting past the window was close enough for the five women to see clearly. Mercifully it was no one they knew. His burst eyeballs had been pulled from their sockets and something pink was protruding from his mouth. It was the lining of his lungs, Aithne realised, ripped out when every molecule of air was sucked from his body. The force had literally torn his lungs from his chest.

When she could speak again, Aithne said quietly, “I think they’re going to do that to us, next,” but no one heard her because Mrs Hart was screaming uncontrollably. Other women, hearing the commotion, made their way to the windows. Someone else was screaming, “Oh my God, oh my God, oh my God…” again and again. The screaming spread until even the prisoners furthest from the space doors realised what was happening.

Then the artificial gravity and the lights were switched off. In the dim light from the distant sun glowing through the two circular windows, a thousand prisoners flailed and drifted in weightless panic or desperately tried to thump on the interior doors to appeal for their release.

Mrs Pomuluk lost contact with the others. Above her, an upside down woman was floating, shouting, “Peter! Peter!” But perhaps, thought Mrs Pomuluk, it was she herself who was upside down. Unused to weightlessness, some of the prisoners were vomiting uncontrollably. Mrs Pomuluk tried her best to avoid the little projectiles of stomach contents drifting weightlessly through the air. She bumped into a body and apologised before realising it was dead, killed earlier by the borbod.

The prisoners in Shuttle Dock Number Two would have to wait a little longer for their fate. What Mrs Pomuluk did not understand was that the space doors were not supposed to open if there was still air in the shuttle dock. It was a safety feature on all such vessels, for obvious reasons. Sergeant Bagtow of the so called Ziandan Navy was working on the problem at that very moment. He had already short circuited the door mechanism on Shuttle Dock Number One, where the male prisoners had been held. That had taken him several hours. But now that he knew how to do it, it would not take him very long to open Number Two.

The prisoners nearest the doors realised the moment had come because the doors clanked and the motor whined. Mrs Pomuluk was caught in a rush of air and sucked towards the huge opening doors. With her lungs gasping for air which was just not there she was rushed headlong with all the other prisoners towards the vacuum of space. The screaming stopped. Aithne’s ears and eyes hurt terribly and she was thumped painfully against one of the doors as it slid open. Illogically she tried desperately to hold on to the opening door so that her body hung out into space while her hands clutched the rim. Others instinctively did the same so that each door had a dozen or so desperate prisoners clinging to its rim even as their bodies swung out into the void. Others, just missing the doors, caught hold of the legs or waists of those who did manage to catch the doors, so that many of the bodies had more bodies clinging on to them, and they in turn had more bodies holding on to their legs, as a tree trunk is joined to large branches, which in turn have smaller branches attached. Within seconds their freezing hands were pulled from their handholds and they tumbled into space. A heavy machine for lifting cargo drifted ponderously across the room, crashed into one door and rolled slowly and gracefully into the vacuum. Aithne lost her grip too, and was sucked in a tumbling cluster of bodies into space.

In death we are all equal, thought Aithne. Mrs Pembroke is now as plain as me. Mrs Hart and Mrs Pomuluk and Mrs Pembroke and her mother-in-law all spun through the gap between the open doors without touching either of them. As she was launched into space, Mrs Pomuluk wondered the same question which she had wondered every day of every year since Ted had died: would she be reunited with him in the life to come? More than anything else, she hoped so. The strangest thought occurred to her: of the five hundred billion people in the Empire and perhaps another hundred billion beyond its borders, on independent worlds or under Atkoi or alien rule, not one of them really knew what happens to you after you die. Not even the Arch Patriarch of New Jerusalem really knew. He only thought he knew. But in a few seconds, she, Agnes Runtsch Pomuluk, would know the answer to the question that men had been asking since their earliest ancestors had descended from the trees of Old Earth.


8: WITHOUT A TRACE

Atkoi.... Warlike and given to intertribal conflict, their Arian (qv) faith at least provided some degree of cohesion. After the discovery of Niflheim (qv) and the consequent revolution in space travel, the Atkoi came to the attention of the growing Empire with Atkoi raids on outlying Imperial settlements.

New Galactic Encyclopaedia (Infopress: Nenuphar)

In a comfortable First Class cabin aboard the Evening Star, a man lay dying. The man’s name was Irusus: Sergeant Irusus, of the Ziandan Navy. He was dying of internal haemorrhaging caused by a blast from his own neutrino pistol. Irusus had been one of the traitors, (traitors that is, from the Imperial perspective; their sympathisers would call then freedom fighters) who had infiltrated Tolcon. He had joined the crew at Stormhaven under a false name. He had even watched as the cargo of cinerium was loaded. Four accomplices had also joined the ship at other ports of call. Irusus himself had sabotaged the ship using equipment they had brought aboard. Naturally, every conceivable safety measure had been incorporated into the Evening Star when it was built, and Hopkins and Sons were highly reputable shipbuilders; but Irusus was a trained ship’s engineer. He had indeed trained at the expense of the Imperial authorities as part of an exchange programme. He had therefore known how to weld shut the valves on the gravitic drive tubes and then disable the system of warning devices.

Of course, he could not possibly destroy the ship that way, but he had caused a pressure tube to explode. In a flash of searing heat and radiation, everyone in the engine room had been killed. The passengers had been spared the full details of this incident. It had forced the ship to shift out of metaspace.

The repairs would have taken several weeks, as various parts would have to be fabricated in the ship’s own workshops. One of the traitors activated a tracing device which enabled the Vengeance to find them. For Irusus and his men, everything seemed to be going according to plan. Next they made their way to the Captain’s cabin which held the ship’s small arsenal, where they hoped to seize or disable most of the weapons and hold out until their reinforcements arrived. Here, their luck ended. They were discovered by security guards and in the ensuing fire fight the other four men were killed. Somehow, suddenly, Irusus was attacked from behind. In fact it had been one of the passengers, a man named Pembroke, who had jumped on him and snatched his weapon. Irusus was shot with his own pistol.

But their mission had been successful. A civilian vessel which has shifted out of metaspace is helpless. The security of an interstellar liner depends on the fact that it cannot possibly be found in metaspace. When the Vengeance arrived within firing distance, it simply issued its grim ultimatum: “Let us aboard to take your cargo of cinerium, and we will let you go free; resist, and we’ll destroy you.” The Vengeance was an Arcturus class warship, built ninety years earlier to patrol the Imperial borders. The Empire had more modern vessels now. They had given the vessel to a minor Atkoi kzamate, to be used in its struggle against a rival faction. It had eventually found its way into the hands of the Ziandan Navy. Its new owners were putting it to effective use. Small though it was, an Arcturus had the firepower to destroy a liner and the speed to disappear without a trace.

Pembroke himself was dead now. Toltok had given him a summary trial for war crimes and Krull had executed him. The Pembroke women had been jettisoned too, except for the daughter. Irusus had heard she was a useful looking filly. No doubt she would provide some amusement for the men before they jettisoned her too.

Vengeance! thought Irusus. That was all that mattered now. It would be thorough, for the Empire as it had been for the Pembroke family.

The Atkoi had been a great people once. Their civilisation was more ancient than the Empire. They had gradually colonised the furthest known reaches of space in the centuries when interstellar travel was still rare. But when the Empire came, they had treated the Atkoi as barbarians and conquered many of their planets and taken their land. The Atkoi did not forget, though. Even when they fought among themselves they did not forget the old enemy. Now the Emperor supplied them with ships and weapons and expected them to defend the Empire’s borders because the Imperials had become too soft to defend themselves. But the Empire was in for a surprise.

Irusus sipped his scotch. It was good scotch, from the First Class dining room. It was imported from Caledonia, a planet in the Jugurtha Province which produced little else of note. Irusus could no longer feel the pain. He wondered whether the Atkoi would one day conquer Caledonia.

There were now thirty-four prisoners in the First Class dining room. No more had been brought in for some time, and they began to speculate about the reasons for their incarceration.

“Suppose they want to…do things, to us…take advantage of us, I mean?” The girl who spoke was a pretty blonde named Clara Warburton. Beside her, her sister Philippa gave a horrified whimper.

“It won’t come to that,” replied another woman quickly. “They won’t hurt us. They want a ransom. We’ll be rescued.”

“I think they might be going to kill us,” said Leah. “Or worse,” she added.

Kyra did not think that they were in immediate danger of being murdered. The intruders had welded one door shut and the other was kept locked, with a guard outside. They had already had the opportunity to kill the prisoners but had not done so, although she thought they would certainly kill any prisoner who was troublesome.

It was the ‘or worse,’ which concerned Kyra. The phrase had only one meaning to her. It meant rape. Kyra did not want to live as a dishonoured woman, ‘neither a maiden nor a wife nor a widow’ as the expression went on Coromandel. She knew that in the Empire some women did have sex before marriage, but she would not expect Simon to accept a dishonoured bride and she would be ashamed to return home in such a state. It would be better to die cleanly. That would be easy enough to accomplish: simply rush one of the Ziandans and try to seize his gun, and he would be forced to kill her. Kyra wondered whether she would have the courage to put her plan into effect when the moment came. She hoped so.

The girls waited for hours. They did not realise it at that time but the valuable cargo of cinerium was being unloaded. The grey metal was used as a currency and a store of wealth, but above all it was used to clad the reaction chambers and pressure tubes of reactor drive starships to make them safe. Cinerium made rapid space travel possible. Without it, the Dark Ages would return. It was, gram for gram, easily the most valuable commodity in existence.

The crew of the Vengeance Is Mine, the so-called Ziandan Navy, burnt their way into the security vaults and removed the cinerium and anything else of value. The Evening Star itself was of no military use, nor could it be sold, but the wafer thin cinerium cladding could be removed from its engine. This was not as dangerous as it sounded. It would be safe to remain aboard for several days after the cinerium was stripped out. The Vengeance and its Ziandan crew would be long gone by then. Anyone left aboard the Evening Star would die. The prisoners had been jettisoned as a precaution in case they chose to riot, and to save the bother of guarding them. They were vacuumed, their bodies drifting in orbit like two or three thousand tiny satellites of the giant planet below. Perhaps after centuries as their orbits decayed, their deep frozen bodies would sink into the russet and cream bands of the planet’s atmosphere and be torn to shreds in the raging storms below.

The Evening Star itself would be sent crashing into the depths of that planet within days. The disappearance of a major vessel, a liner, without trace would strike fear into the Imperial military authorities and civilian society alike. They would never know for certain who was responsible. The Vengeance would head for the border and remain outside Imperial space until the search had died down. And since they were heading beyond the boundary anyway, it would do no harm to keep a few of the prisoners to sell in the slave markets of Aurora Prime, or Luxor or Akkadis. Perhaps Akkadis would be the best choice. It was defiantly independent and its authorities would not look too closely into the legality of goods unloaded there, provided they did not break any local laws. It was also further from the scene of the destruction of the Evening Star, so no suspicion would arise from their sudden arrival. And when rumours of the attack on the liner did eventually emerge, they would serve to increase still further the Imperials’ terror of their unseen enemies.

But there was one passenger apart from the thirty-four girls in the First Class dining room, who was not jettisoned. He was located and treated as an honoured guest. The brigands’ leader, Commander Bual, had given strict instructions on this matter. He was to be kept safe and afforded every comfort and assistance possible. This guest could provide immeasurable help to the Ziandan cause. And as it turned out, a trip to Akkadis fitted in very well with his plans.

The guest’s name was Scamander: His Eminence, Archpriest Peter Scamander. He was returning to Akkadis to inspect the progress of his handiwork on an earlier trip to the planet several months before.  And the thirty-four girls in the First Class dining room would have to wait a little longer for the men who would decide their futures. They waited, and wondered, and talked.


9: REST AND RECUPERATION

It is better to rule in Hell than serve in Heaven.

Milton: Paradise Lost.

The leader of the raiders, Commander Bual, decided that the Evening Star was secure and sufficient progress had been made to allow most of his men a twelve hour break.

In the First Class dining room, Nysha had just emerged from the only functioning toilet, which all the girls shared. It was Bekka’s turn next but before she could go in she heard the dining room door being unlocked. Terrified, she remained with her sister Leah.

It was Toltok who entered the room first. Sensing danger, the captives stood and backed away from him. Then Krull followed him in. Kyra saw the missing ear and immediately knew who he was. She had been warned about Krull. He was very dangerous. There was a gasp and a whimper from behind her as some of the other girls recognised him. Some of them had seen his deliberate cruelty. He had killed several prisoners for no obvious purpose.

Several more men and then a borbod entered the room. There were more gasps then. This was the first time that some of the girls had seen one of the creatures.

One of the men, dressed more smartly than the others, spoke in clear but accented Inglic. “I am Commander Bual of the Ziandan Navy. You are our prisoners.” He spoke slowly, pausing between each sentence. “You will at all times follow all instructions given to you by my men, including the borbods. Any attempt to escape or any lack of cooperation on your part will be punished swiftly and severely. I have already ordered a number of prisoners to be jettisoned into space today and will not hesitate to do so again should it prove necessary.” There were horrified gasps at this point. Bual did not mention that in fact almost all of the prisoners had been jettisoned. He continued, “It is not my intention to mistreat you unnecessarily. Nevertheless you must each expect to make your contribution to Zianda’s war effort. We did not choose to wage war against the Empire or its lackeys on independent worlds. It was forced upon us. Inevitably her people will pay the price for that mistake. Above all, do not antagonise my men in any way. They have lost dear friends and comrades today. They are in no mood for any truculence on your part.” He paused a moment and added, “Carry on, Lieutenant,” and left the room.

Toltok ordered the girls to spread out along one side of the room. They were to stand still while the Ziandans decided what would become of them. “Sergeant,” said Toltok, and nodded to Krull. Krull grinned. He had a thin face, cruel and arrogant, and it was an ugly grin, made worse by his scars. He stepped forward towards the girls to look at them more closely. The other men stepped forward too. The girls tried to back away but the wall was immediately behind them. Kyra had noticed with horror that Boolg, the man who had taken her nightdress, the man about whom Toltok had said, ‘Later he fetch you, you wear this,’ was in the room. He had seen Kyra, she knew. She had seen him looking at her. She had looked away immediately, not daring to meet his gaze, but it was too late. He had definitely seen her. Some of the girls were holding hands for emotional support. They sensed that their futures were being decided. Kyra was holding Tami’s hand on one side and Leah’s on the other. Tami was squeezing so hard that it hurt.

Tami Caravigan was very pretty, with shoulder length blonde hair and a neat slim figure which unfortunately was hardly covered by her thin nightdress. Her ambition was to be a nurse. She had been offered a scholarship to train on Ozark III, and so like Kyra she had been heading for Tolon where she intended to transfer to another vessel. Kyra gave her hand an extra squeeze of encouragement.

On Kyra’s other side, Leah was still conscious of her bare midriff and Bekka’s nightdress with split sides. She held Bekka’s hand. Her parents were not here. She wondered whether they were even still alive. Bekka might be all the family she had left. They must try to survive this together. And what did the Commander mean by them all contributing to the war effort and paying the price for the Empire’s mistakes? Did it have something to do with the way Krull and Boolg and the other men were looking at them now?

Kyra sensed that Boolg was still looking at her. She tried to look straight ahead and keep perfectly still. Maybe then he would take no notice of her.

But Boolg did notice Kyra. He reached out, grinning his ugly, cruel grin, and lifted her chin and turned her head to look at her face more closely.

Should I do it now? wondered Kyra. If I try to snatch his gun, they’ll have to kill me. It will be quick. Her heart was pounding. She smelled Boolg’s sour breath on her face. But she hesitated.

Then Toltok interrupted Boolg. “Not that one,” he said. “I’ve got something in mind for her.” One of the men said something which Kyra did not understand and the men laughed, but Kyra felt dizzy with relief. Toltok had saved her.

But saved her for what? Before she had time to pursue that thought, Kyra saw Krull’s grinning face, inspecting a horrified Tami. He ran his fingers through her hair. She tried to turn away but he grabbed a handful of her hair and pulled her closer. Then he spoke. “You and I are going to get better acquainted. You understand?” Too frightened to speak, Tami shook her head, silently pleading. Krull put his hand on her breast and squeezed. Not satisfied, he decided to remove the thin, short nightdress which was all she wore. “Take this off,” he said.

“Please, no, please, oh please no,” she began, and Kyra noticed that her voice was becoming higher pitched. Tami had coped very well until now but this latest part of her ordeal might push her over the edge into hysteria. Kyra feared the consequences.

But Krull was not to be stopped. The stress of the fighting, the fear beforehand, the shock of seeing some of his comrades killed and injured, the elation of victory, the expectation of great wealth and now the exhilaration of having beautiful women entirely at his mercy, had enflamed his emotions well beyond his ability to control them. Taking the thin white material in his hands, he ripped it apart. It parted easily. Underneath, Tami was entirely bare. There was a murmur of appreciation from the watching men as Tami tried her best to cover herself with her hands. Krull put his hand behind Tami’s head and grasped her hair tightly. He pulled her head forward and pressed her lips to his. With his other hand he squeezed one of her breasts. Unable to turn her head away, Tami bit his lip with all her might. Kyra could see the blood trickling from Krull’s lip.

“Bitch,” he screamed, and slapped her. He put his hands on her slim waist and lifted her up onto his shoulder to carry her away. Tami pressed her thumb into his eye and attempted to gouge it with her nail. She was wriggling, twisting, scratching and screaming hysterically. Her breasts bounced as she squirmed wildly. The other men watched, partly fascinated by the beautiful girl’s naked wriggling form, and partly in amusement at Krull’s little difficulty.

“Ugeos!” shouted Krull, calling the borbod.

Ugeos had been badly burnt by a glancing blast from a neutrino pistol earlier that day. It was not enough to kill the borbod but several layers of skin from its chest and arms would peel off in the next few days and it was in continuous pain. It was in a foul mood. Now this human, small and weak though it was, was attacking Krull, its sergeant. Ugeos owed Krull obedience, loyalty and protection. That was the borbod instinct. They had evolved to hunt in packs and to cooperate with their leaders.

Ugeos leapt forward, uttering a series of guttural rasping snarls and seized the noisy wriggling creature and threw her high into the air, almost level with the elaborate crystal chandeliers hanging high above them from the ceiling of the First Class dining room.

Kyra and the other girls watched as Tami twisted and spun as if in slow motion, still screaming, while the enraged borbod waited for her to fall back down.

It was hissing, snarling and clicking in anger. Its device did not translate these noises. They were merely the instinctive sounds of anger and outrage. Tami somersaulted gracefully through the air and began her descent towards the floor.

The borbod caught her. She was face down and it caught her with its horn. Her body was impaled on the vicious spike. It entered her stomach. But the borbod was not finished with Tami yet. It dipped its long muzzle forward and down towards the floor, with Tami still on the spike, perhaps even still alive.

The borbod’s head shot up again with a skilful flick. Again Tami rose into the air, slowly turning before beginning her descent again, and again she landed on the borbod’s horn, this time on her back. For a third time the borbod flicked the girl’s body aloft and again caught it. All the while the borbod was clicking and hissing angrily. When at last it tired of this sport it caught the body in its teeth and began thrashing its head from side to side. It shook the body five or six times. Then, holding the body in its massive arms, it lifted Tami’s neck to its mouth and bit out her throat.

The screaming, panicking girls had fled to the other end of the room. Leah and Bekka both knew how wild borbods killed their prey but they had never seen it done before. We are their prey now, thought Leah. They are treating us as animals. This is their forest and we are small and weak and defenceless.

Toltok, annoyed that he had lost control of the situation in front of his men, was shouting at the borbod, ordering it to stop. It did stop, and spat out part of Tami’s windpipe. A borbod cannot digest human flesh. It continued hissing and clicking for several minutes. Boolg was giggling uncontrollably.

“All you be quiet. Else you get what she get. You want what she get?” As ever, Toltok, though no great linguist, had a powerful argument. Whimpering, the girls hurried to form a line again. Toltok pointed to two of them at random. “You take that filthy carcase. Go where he show,” he said. The two girls indicated were Philippa and Millie. Horrified, they hurried to pick up Tami’s remains and follow Ugeos. Now would not be a good time to show any lack of cooperation.

The remaining girls fell very silent, realising that they had the full, albeit unwelcome attention of the men. Krull was looking at Nysha. White with fear, Nysha looked straight ahead. Then Krull shifted his gaze to Leah. Leah tried not to breathe deeply, in case it made her breasts rise. She avoided his eyes. This is the man we were warned about, thought Leah. He is the most dangerous of the lot. And he wants me.

Krull was not usually indecisive. He usually made up his mind quickly and acted without a great deal of thought. He was taking his time on this occasion partly because the goods on offer were all of a very high standard, having been carefully selected out of a large pool, but also because he was enjoying making up his mind. The voyage to Akkadis was going to be a pleasure, he realised. Then he noticed Bekka. “Come here,” he said, but Bekka did not move. She was not deliberately resisting. She was simply too afraid to move.

He’s chosen Bekka, thought Leah. He’s taking Bekka and there’s nothing I can do. She’s going to resist and she’ll be killed like Tami.

Krull was in no mood to tolerate any lack of cooperation. “Are you deaf, or stupid? Come here.” Without waiting, he reached forward, grabbed Bekka’s hair and pulled her out of the line. Bekka stumbled forward.

But her fear was of such a magnitude that her own body betrayed her. She had been unable to visit the toilet earlier. Now she soiled herself, comprehensively and amply, evacuating her bowels and bladder. Too frightened and ashamed to speak, she waited for Krull to realise what had happened. She knew he was going to be angry with her. What would he do? She looked at his face. He was angry already.

Krull detected the odour and realised what had happened. “You filthy ruttocking shitbag! You filthy whore!” Still holding her hair in one hand, he punctuated his words with slaps to her face with his other hand.

Bekka covered her face and sank to her knees. “I’m sorry. Please, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to, please, I’m sorry” she repeated again and again. Would he call that horrible borbod back? It might return at any moment.

He kicked her and continued swearing, “You filthy shitbag whore! Go and clean up, you filthy shitbag.” Crying and wailing, Bekka ran from the room to the toilet, grateful to be out of his presence. The other girls were silent, shocked and afraid. Krull was dangerous.

The men were laughing. “Hey, Krull, do you always have that effect on women?”

“How do you do it, Krull?”

“Is it your charm, or your good looks?”

“Maybe it’s your aftershave, Krull.”

Seething with anger, Krull turned and his eyes fell on Nysha again. She was tall and slender with pale skin and straight blonde hair tied back in a ponytail. She was wearing a closely fitting pink and white jogging suit which covered her up without disguising her beautiful figure. Krull took a firm grip of Nysha’s collar and pulled her out of the line and towards the door so briskly that Nysha had to run. She suppressed a scream, sensing that her best chance of survival was to cooperate and endure. The others watched in horror.


10: COME FLY WITH ME

Fine clothes are good only as they supply the want of other means of procuring respect.

Samuel Johnson

Leah’s heart went out to Nysha, but she could not help being relieved that Bekka had been spared. Then she saw Boolg. Boolg was grinning. He was standing immediately in front of Leah and looking directly at her.

“Put your hands behind your head,” said Boolg.

Leah did as she was told. He remembers me from the cabin, she thought. She smelled Boolg’s foul breath but tried not to show any sign of revulsion. It might make him angry. Boolg was looking at Leah’s breasts. He reached out and squeezed one, then the other. She blushed intensely. No man had ever touched her there before. He squeezed quite hard. She dared not cry out or move but she could not help a little gasp escaping her. Have I made him angry? she wondered. She looked at him anxiously. He was still grinning.

Worse was to come. He put both hands on her waist. It was a very slim waist and her stomach was smooth and flat and firm. Then he slid one hand down to her pyjama trousers. His hand slid under the thin fabric. Leah closed her eyes, unable to bear the shame. His hand slid down, down to her crotch, and squeezed her there. Until this point Leah had not dared to move, but now she attempted to back away and burst out, “No! Please...oh!” as her shock and outrage overcame her fear.

Boolg grinned all the more. “It’s your lucky day,” he said. “You’re coming with me.” He propelled the hapless Leah unresisting towards the door, making her walk in front of him so that he could see her slim waist and rounded hips and anticipate his pleasure.

While Boolg was choosing Leah, the other men had made their selections. A man named Wilson had caught sight of Daisy. She was still wearing the silky red top tied with a bow, and the red panties also tied with bows. Wilson slowly and delicately began to pull the silky bow on her top. Daisy dared not move away or offer any objection, except to whisper desperately, urgently, “Please…” The bow parted and the sides of the garment fell open.

Daisy had until now been trying to stand perfectly still. She did not want to anger Wilson. But at this point she covered her breasts with her hands.

“Put your hands behind your head,” said Wilson. Glowing pink, Daisy obeyed. Wilson grinned. Her breasts were perfectly formed, rounded and firm. With her hands behind her head, they were slightly raised, with the nipples thrust prettily forward. Daisy stared straight ahead, unable to meet his eyes.

Wilson turned his attention to her panties. They were very skimpy, covering only tiny triangles of flesh at the front and back. She had worn them to please Lloyd. Very slowly, Wilson began to unfasten the bow on Daisy’s right. Daisy clutched the bow protectively and  implored him again, “Please, please, no….”

This time, Wilson paused. “You do it,” he grinned. “Take it off.” Daisy hesitated. Had she heard him correctly? She could not bring herself to remove her last scrap of modesty, skimpy as it was, and expose herself utterly and publicly like this. “I can’t. Please, I can’t. Please…!” she beseeched him, her desperation evident in her tone.

“Do I have to tell you twice?” asked Wilson. Daisy sensed the danger signal, the hint of irritation in his voice. She pulled first one bow and then the other. “Let go of it,” added Wilson. Dizzy with shame, Daisy dropped the offending garment to the floor.

“Put your hands back. Behind your neck. Keep them there. Till I tell you,” Wilson added. Daisy obeyed, mortified. Wilson surveyed her beautiful form unhurriedly. She was slender, with firm round breasts lifted and thrust proudly forward. Wilson grinned broadly. “Shaven! Smooth as a pleasure slave! I like smooth girls,” he announced loudly, stroking her smooth pudenda. No man except Lloyd had ever touched her there before.

Daisy had not literally shaved her body hair. She had had a depilatory radiation treatment. It was permanent and painless. It was expensive, but Lloyd had not minded paying.

Wilson had spoken loudly, proclaiming Daisy’s smoothness to everyone in the room. Now, with her intimate secrets laid bare and exposed to general scrutiny, Daisy’s humiliation could not have been more comprehensive or more public.

Wilson reached out carefully and took hold of Daisy’s left nipple between the thumb and forefinger of his right hand. He held it firmly so that she gasped and winced but she dared not make any sound. Wilson turned and without another word walked out of the room and Daisy of necessity followed, almost stumbling as she hurried to keep up with him, still not daring to remove her hands from behind her neck.

While Wilson was busy with Daisy, the five other men had also been choosing women. First Fern and then Bonnie and then Felicity had been taken out of the room, fearful but unresisting. It was then that Smales, the youngest crewman aboard the Vengeance, who had been carefully looking along the line of girls, happened to glance at Clara.

Clara Warburton was a tall, very pretty blonde, with a sweet round face and wide round eyes which now looked frightened. She moistened her dry lips nervously, sensing that she was the object of his attention, whilst trying hard not to glance directly at him again.

Smales stepped forward to take a closer look at his victim. He was a dirty youth, pimply and unshaven, with a sneering, contemptuous grin. He appeared to have a cold.

Clara was wearing pale blue silk pyjama trousers and top. The skimpy blue top had spaghetti thin straps over her shoulders, with a low cut V-neck with a white lace border. The trousers were of similar thin silky material, fastened with a cord tied at her waist. Her height and her clothes accentuated her lovely figure, with pert breasts, slim waist and flaring hips.

Clara had been travelling with her parents, her twin sister Philippa and her brother Aiden. Philippa had already been sent out to dispose of the body of the unfortunate Tami. Her mother, Mrs Annamarie Warburton, was at this moment standing beside Clara. Annamarie had the distinction of being, at thirty-nine, the oldest woman among the prisoners by a margin of nine years. Clara and Pippa’s father was a priest from Stormhaven who had been promoted to the rank of presbyter of a subdiocese on Tolon. He was travelling there with his family to take up his new position and had been excited about his promotion and the new challenges it offered.

The family had been sharing a First Class cabin. The stipend of a Holy Orthodox priest was sufficient to live on adequately but modestly. It was certainly not sufficient to afford the Warburton family first class interstellar travel, nor would the Church have paid for such an extravagance. But Mrs Annamarie Warburton had been born into a very wealthy family. Her father had owned substantial investments in commercial property. When he had died, the bulk of his estate had been inherited by Annamarie’s brother, as the eldest son. That was the usual custom in many parts of the Empire. This brother had often offered to help Annamarie and Stephen financially, but the cleric had nearly always declined the offers. On this occasion however, Stephen’s wife had persuaded him to make an exception. Annamarie valued their privacy and did not want to share accommodation with strangers. Philippa and Clara had inherited their mother’s shyness and were both grateful for her intervention.    

It had been Krull who was responsible for selecting the three Warburton women. Seeing the mother and daughters together he had thought it would be amusing to keep all three. There was no doubt that the years had been kind to Annamarie. She had the same blonde hair, sweet face and delicate features as her daughters. Her figure was unspoilt by time and childbearing. Regular exercise and sensible diet had played their part, but it was nature itself that was the most important factor. The girls had just turned eighteen and had quite evidently inherited their mother’s beauty.

Smales looked at Clara, grinned arrogantly and said, “Come.” He took her firmly by the upper arm and was about to lead her away when Annamarie interrupted.

It was not easy for Annamarie to do what she did next. She was in no sense a flirt. She had been a faithful, loving wife to Steve Warburton for twenty years. But she knew that the situation was desperate and she would make whatever sacrifice was necessary to save Clara.

“Please, no, please don’t take my daughter,” she interrupted. “She’s too young. She’s only just eighteen.” Smales glanced at her. He did not seem convinced. Annamarie tried harder. “Take me instead. You won’t be sorry. I promise you won’t.” As she spoke, Annamarie unfastened the top three buttons of her white nightdress and pushed the fabric off her shoulders. The dress slipped down, exposing her breasts. Annamarie looked Smales in the eye and tried to smile as if anxious to please.

The revolting boy Smales grinned wider. Krull’s judgment when he selected Annamarie had been entirely correct. She was still beautiful. Her face resembled Clara’s very closely except that her hair was shorter and neatly styled and highlighted while her daughter’s was tied back in a simple ponytail. Annamarie’s breasts were not the young, pert breasts of a girl of nineteen. She had, after all, borne three children; but they were well rounded and still firm enough not to sag. Annamarie was mortified, blushing so intensely that even her breasts had turned pink, but despite her humiliation she noticed that Smales seemed to take some interest, and that gave her hope.

“Right down,” said Smales. “Let it fall right down.”

“Of course, sir,” said Annamarie, bravely still smiling and trying to make the boy feel important. She allowed the nightdress to slip down to her ankles. Beneath it, she was naked. There was a murmur of approval and whistles of appreciation from the watching men. Smales looked at the ripe breasts, flat stomach and curving hips. He had let go of Clara and now squeezed Annamarie’s left breast. “I know how to please a man,” said Annamarie, putting her hand on his and pressing it firmly to her breast. “In lots of different ways. You’ll enjoy me.” The she pressed her palms together as if in prayer, and curtsied deferentially.

“Mummy!” gasped Clara, dizzy with fear and shock. She had never imagined her mother acting like that. She had never imagined that her mother could act like that. It was an indication of just how terrible their situation was.

Annamarie blushed, ashamed of her words and actions, even as she hoped her plan would work. She knew what Steve liked. Perhaps other men liked those things too. Perhaps she could use that knowledge to save Clara.

For a moment it appeared that her plan was working. Then Smales thought, do I really want the mare, when I can have the filly? In that instant he decided Clara’s fate. He cleared his throat and gathered a mouthful of saliva and yellow phlegm and spat it out forcefully in Annamarie’s face. “You’re a whore,” he said matter-of-factly and turned back to Clara and led her away.

Annamarie resisted the urge to scream and run after Clara. She would willingly have sacrificed her life to save her daughter, but she might simply get herself killed and then the man would be angry with Clara. Instead she allowed the phlegm and spittle to trickle down her cheek. She did not wipe it away until Smales had left the room.

Faced with this dilemma, Annamarie had not noticed that Toltok was watching her. He had watched her display of flirtation. He took hold of her firmly and said, “You come with me, then you please me instead.” Annamarie stumbled over her nightdress as he led her out. He grinned and added, “Maybe I have you, then I have her, then I see which is best, yes?”

Annamarie followed, hurrying to keep pace with Toltok so that her breasts bounced with every step she took. Oh Stephen, Stephen, she thought, forgive me, truly I’m sorry. I tried to protect our daughter but I have prostituted myself and that vile thing has taken Clara anyway and he will do things to her and she can’t stop him and I can’t stop him either, and when Pippa comes back they may want to take her too.  

But even in her mind, Annamarie heard no reply.

Toltok was the last of the men to make his choice. When he left, the door slammed shut.

The remaining girls heard the lock turn. Able at last to release their emotions, they collapsed in tears. When Bekka emerged from the toilet with her nightdress and panties clean but wet, she looked for her sister. Kyra told her what had happened and comforted her. Millie and Philippa were brought back to the room, having completed their gruesome task. They had left Tami on a bunk in an empty cabin, covered in a sheet.

Philippa and Bekka suffered the most, imagining what their loved ones must be enduring. The man was angry with me, thought Bekka, and Leah and Nysha will pay the price. They are suffering because of me. But she did not voice her guilt aloud. It would have seemed self indulgent.

They found some food in the room, but none of them ate. Nor did they sleep, although this was their second night without rest. They could hear the men off duty carousing nearby. They heard intermittent bursts of laughter and music and sometimes men’s voices and worst of all, occasional feminine screams or muffled squeals.

Every time there was a sound in the corridor outside, the girls whimpered in alarm. They did not know when the men might return to fetch more girls. At one point there was a scream louder and more piercing than all the others. It seemed to come from a cabin very close to the room where they were being held. After that there were no more screams.

It was early morning when the lock was turned and the door was opened again. Several girls screamed and whimpered and everyone fled to the side of the room furthest from the door. But this time it was neither man nor borbod which entered the room. It was Nysha who stumbled suddenly in, as if pushed. The door slammed shut behind her and they heard the lock click shut. Kyra ran to Nysha to comfort her, but Nysha would not speak. She ran to a corner of the room and curled into a ball.

Nysha had been taken from the room wearing a close fitting tracksuit, coloured pink and white, and underneath she had worn the bra and panties in which she had been sleeping when the ship was attacked. Now, eight hours later, she had been returned to the room. But from her head to her toes, Nysha wore not a stitch of clothing.


11: THE TIME OF OUR LIVES

Cinerium: Stable and inert transuranic metallic element (atomic number 158, atomic mass 394), grey in colour, soft, dense, malleable and ductile. Its unique quality of being impervious to neutrino radiation has made it essential for faster than light travel and a prerequisite of modern civilisation. Its only available source is on Niflheim (qv) in the Tolon (qv) system, where it is extracted in microscopic quantities.

Small quantities of cinerium were first brought to Old Earth by the Nizami (qv) who are believed to obtain their supply from a neighbouring power more distant still. The precious grey metal has never been plentiful, but after the Great Revolt (qv) it was extremely scarce until the discovery of Niflheim, which heralded the dawn of a Golden Age of Imperial exploration and expansion….

New Galactic Encyclopaedia (Infopress: Nenuphar)

It was several hours before anyone could persuade Nysha to speak. By that time, Leah, Daisy, Bonnie, Fern, Clara and Annamarie had all been returned as well. Gradually the girls pieced together their stories.

Boolg had brought Leah straight to the bar of the Evening Star. There were perhaps twenty men and four borbods there.

Leah had never been in a bar before. It was full of men. They looked on with interest. Boolg said something like, “You’re going to serve the Ziandan Navy. Can you dance?” Leah was still wearing the thin pyjama trousers and short cropped top. She was desperately trying to think of some way to avoid what she thought was coming.

“I can cook,” she said. “Any kind of food. I’m a good cook,” she added desperately. They laughed uproariously. One of the men translated her remarks for the benefit of those who spoke no Inglic, and they laughed some more.

“Hey, Boolg, she wants your job,” said one man.

Boolg grinned but said bluntly, “Take your clothes off. Start with the top.”

Leah hesitated. She had to overcome a lifetime’s habit of modesty. Then she removed her top, but covered her breasts with her hands, blushing hotly.

“Put your hands down,” said Boolg. There was a hint of irritation in his voice which set her heart thumping in fear. She dropped her hands to her sides.

There was a murmur of appreciation from the men. “Just look at those beauties,” said someone.  “I’ll have her after you, Boolg,” said another. Things were becoming worse than Leah had imagined, worse than she could imagine.

“Now the trousers,” grinned Boolg. Leah hesitated. The men fell silent, watching. It was then that Leah heard the borbod hissing. It was the sound that Ugeos had made before it attacked Tami. Leah’s fear overcame her modesty. She pulled the cord of her pyjama trousers and they dropped to the floor.

The men murmured their approval. Leah was slim, with firm round breasts, a slim waist, perfectly curving hips and long shapely legs. Her hair was dark and cut to shoulder length. Her face was pretty; beautiful, indeed. Her arms were at her sides. She dared not try to cover herself.

But still Boolg was not satisfied. “Dance,” he said. There was music playing already, the rhythmical music popular among the Atkoi. The men surrounding Leah were standing so close to her that they could reach out and touch her. Desperately conscious of her nakedness, Leah looked at Boolg, looking for some sign of mercy or compassion, some sign of human feeling, a hint that he might relent. There was none.

“Dance,” he said again, and she heard that same hint of irritation that she had heard before and she knew that he only had to call the borbod and it would do to her what it had done to Tami, and Boolg would simply fetch another girl from the room where they were being kept, and that might be Bekka because she was Leah’s sister and they looked similar. Her father and brother used to catch fish in a river on their land. The fish they caught would be put in a keep net, ready to be gutted and fried. The First Class dining room was these men’s keep net. They were keeping the girls there, ready for when they wanted them.

So Leah began to dance. She was in fact a good dancer with a natural sense of rhythm, although she was nervous now and her movements were a little clumsy. She had danced at parties and at friends’ houses on Borobudur when there were just girls present, just her friends. She loved music, as did most Borobuduri, but she had never danced with a boy or with boys watching. She tried not to look into the faces of the men watching now. She tried to pretend they were not there.

But Boolg was enjoying himself and he had not yet finished humiliating Leah. “On the stage,” he said. There was a small stage in the bar of the Evening Star where singers or musicians could perform for the First Class passengers. Leah made her way towards it. “Run,” said Boolg. Leah ran. She did not want to annoy Boolg. She felt her breasts bouncing as she ran and she knew the men were watching. She climbed the three steps on to the stage.

On the stage she felt terribly exposed. Everyone could see her so easily. She continued dancing without waiting to be told.

After a few minutes, worse was to follow. “Come here,” said Boolg.

Leah descended from the stage. “Are you a virgin?” Boolg said, smirking.

“Yes. Please, Mr Boolg, not that. Please, not that. Please!”

“I’m going to give you a damn good ruttocking,” he grinned. He put his hands on her slim waist. He was a short man, but stocky and physically strong. He lifted her up and carried her to a spare table at the back of the room. He dropped her heavily onto her back and loosened his trousers.

Boolg’s evening’s entertainment had begun in earnest.

Meanwhile Krull had taken Nysha to a First Class cabin where he ordered her to undress. He showed no more mercy to Nysha than Boolg had to Leah. It was a thorough, lengthy and painful ordeal for Nysha, lasting perhaps an hour. Then he ordered her to come with him. She reached for her clothes to dress again. “Leave the clothes,” he said.

The men in the bar cheered when they saw Krull and clearly appreciated the sight of Nysha, entirely bare. He made Nysha fetch drinks for him and the other men and allowed the others to squeeze and fondle her. Nysha controlled her revulsion. At one point she glanced at a borbod and she was certain that it was looking back at her. The fronds of its horrible external olfactory organ were waving, tasting the air, and Nysha looked away quickly.

Boolg had finished with Leah and one of the others had taken her to a nearby cabin. Wilson entered the bar, propelling Daisy in front of him and ordered her to the stage. She hurried to obey. “She’s just got married and now her man’s gone and left her all on her own!” announced Wilson loudly. “Give her a damn good honeymoon!” Amidst the chorus of cheers and laughter and lewd remarks, most of which the miserable Daisy did not understand, she was pulled off the stage by another man who led her to an empty cabin. Wilson sat at one of the tables, drinking and talking to several of the other men.

Boolg took hold of the still naked Nysha and pulled her unceremoniously to a spare table and lifted her onto it. Nysha looked frightened but was compliant. But at that point Krull angrily told Boolg to leave the girl alone. Boolg complied without complaint. There were plenty more girls to choose from. Like most of the crew he was afraid of Krull.

Krull made Nysha sit next to him while he fondled her and from time to time sent her to fetch more beer. The room was noisy with the music and the shouting and swearing and laughter of the men. The borbods did not drink alcohol but seemed to like the company. Someone slapped Nysha hard on the buttocks and squeezed her while she was fetching drinks. She gasped and nearly dropped the tray but Krull merely laughed. He did not seem to have any objection to her being manhandled.

Bonnie and Fern had fared no better. They too had been taken first to separate cabins and later brought to the bar. Later on Nysha saw each of them being taken out again by different men. Of the twenty men in the crew of the Vengeance, most preferred the privacy of a separate room for their entertainment. Only Boolg and one or two others enjoyed their sport publicly. It was a distinction of which Boolg was in fact rather proud.

The girls in the bar were made to take turns dancing on the stage, either individually, which they all found to be the most mortifying, or in twos or threes. They tried not to meet the eyes of any of their spectators. Each knew that at any moment she might be beckoned or led away to serve the demands of one of the men. Those girls in the bar who were not dancing averted their gaze, not wishing to add to the humiliation suffered by their fellow prisoners.

When Toltok brought Annamarie back, she too was expected to dance. Smales returned Clara some time later. He had been particularly thorough in his attentions to Annamarie’s daughter. He sat at a table, talking loudly or laughing with two of his shipmates, drinking beer, watching the girls dancing on the stage and fondling Clara who he made sit next to him with one of her legs draped over his. She was entirely naked. Clara saw that Annamarie was dancing, also entirely bare. The humiliation was unendurable; but it had to be endured.

Boolg went over to the stage and pulled Annamarie off it and led her to the table where he was sitting. He sat down heavily and pushed her to her knees in front of him. “You can do the work. I’m tired,” he said.

Annamarie hesitated, not daring to object but horrified by what this dirty man appeared to be demanding. “Get to work if you don’t want to be vacuumed like the others,” added Boolg. Annamarie obeyed. Vacuumed like the others, she thought. What does he mean? How many of the passengers and crew have been jettisoned? And what have they done with Stephen and Aiden?

Smales sent Clara to the bar to fetch more drinks for himself and his friends. Most of the electric circuits in the Evening Star were still working and the refrigerators were still cold. The men watched Clara’s body as she walked to the bar. She made an attractive sight. Her blonde hair hung down her back. She had a pretty face and a good figure, with a slim waist. She was trying her best to protect her modesty, covering her breasts with one hand and her pudenda with the other. She hurried to the bar, collected the three bottles she had been instructed to fetch and turned to hurry back. Several men were sitting at a table near the bar. They had Fern and Bonnie with them. One of the men was forcing Bonnie to drink beer. Another leered at Clara, grinning. Conscious of her nakedness, she hurried past.

It was then that she saw Boolg and the kneeling blonde woman with her head bobbing rhythmically at his waist. For a second she did not comprehend. Then she realised it was Annamarie. Clara gasped and dropped two of the bottles. One broke. She ran to fetch a replacement and hurried back to Smales’s table, shaken and sickened by what she had seen. The men were laughing at her discomfort but mercifully were not angry about the broken bottle.

The man from Boolg’s table who had watched Clara as she walked past, walked over to speak to Smales. He gestured at Clara. Smales nodded assent. Grinning, the man said, “You come, girl,” and led the miserable Clara away.

Smales and his friends turned their attention to the girl now dancing on the stage. It was Leah, having her second or third turn on the stage. Fern, who had been sent to fetch drinks, heard some squealing and saw Clara on a table with a man on top of her and laughing Boolg and another man holding her ankles apart. She looked away and hurried back with the drinks. Krull got up and led Nysha out of the room. He was returning her to the dining room. He wanted at least some sleep but he did not want to leave Nysha in the bar. He would keep her for himself, for a while at least.

Gradually the other men began leaving, too. One of the borbods brought back the girls, one or two at a time, as the men ceased to have any use for them.

Back in the dining room the girls clung together for support and wept as they listened to each other’s stories.  As each fragment of the tale was related it was punctuated by gasps of horror. The girls who had remained in the dining room were relieved that they had not been chosen but afraid that next time they would not be so fortunate.

Philippa turned to her mother. “Mummy, did they… did any of them say where Daddy is? And Aiden?” she asked.

Annamarie looked down and shook her head. She tried to say ‘No,’ but the word would not come out. She tried again and realised that she had spoken louder than she intended. She covered her face so that Pippa would not see her crying, but that only made the tears flow more freely and she had to turn away.

Later, Kyra said to Leah, “Do you remember that blonde girl, with long hair? I think she’s from Stormhaven. I think her name is Felicity. Leah, where is she? She was taken away by the men when they took you and the others but they haven’t brought her back.” Leah did not know what had become of Felicity. Fern had seen her early in the evening, but no one was sure what had happened to her or why she was not brought back with the others.


12: ON A CLEAR DAY

An-Nizam: Known variously in ancient times as Alnilam or Epsilon Orionis; from the perspective of Old Earth it is the middle star in Orion’s belt. Around it orbits the capital planet of the Autarchy of An-Nizam, believed to be the planet of origin of the species known in Inglic as the Nizami. It is 1,300 light years from Nenuphar.

Humanity’s first contact with the Nizamis was in 2110. The alien conquest forty years later was bloody but mercifully swift, since none of the nations of Old Earth could match Nizami technology.

Humanity endured alien rule for over a century. It has been frequently argued that the Nizami conquest robbed us of our birthright, altering our culture and social development. Nevertheless as Itchenor (qv) eloquently points out, humanity has also learnt from the Nizamis - most significantly the metaspace technology which would one day make possible the beginnings of Empire.

The Great Revolt (qv) in which the aliens were finally expelled from human space was followed by sixty years of intermittent warfare before the Nizamis were pressed back to the present frontier which has held ever since. This victory, and the lasting peace which has followed it, may be attributed both to the leadership and courage of our armed forces and to the timely discovery of a source of cinerium within the Empire’s borders. (See also: Niflheim.)

New Galactic Encyclopaedia (Infopress: Nenuphar)

Two thousand light years or more from the Evening Star, and a thousand light years from the Imperial capital on Nenuphar, Fleet Admiral Giorge Bazan gazed through a duraglass screen aboard His Imperial Majesty’s Warship Magellan, towards a faint star around which orbited Uartuuguch, the nearest outpost of the Autarchy of An-Nizam.

Bazan’s fleet was patrolling the Nizami Marches. His duties on the frontier gave him ample opportunity for reflection. The Nizamis had not threatened the Empire for centuries, but humanity still feared the ancient enemy and the Nizami frontier still had to be guarded. Little was truly understood of the Nizamis or what motivated them, but Bazan did not believe they were planning any hostile move.

The main threat to the Empire lay in the opposite direction altogether, from the Atkoi. Bazan knew what motivated the Atkoi. They were human. They were all too human, and they recognised weakness when they saw it.

All monarchies revert to incompetence after a few generations, Bazan considered; incompetence at best, and at worst, murderous tyranny. But only a monarch could hold together an empire this vast. Humanity had not evolved to live in a polity of over a thousand worlds. The caves of Old Earth did not prepare us to govern the stars.

Perhaps the Empire should learn from the Atkoi, he thought. The Kzam of Ziandakush could have as many wives and concubines as he pleased. He had many sons and he could choose any of them to succeed him. The best possible leader would inherit the crown.

But the Emperor did not have that privilege. He could have many concubines and many children, but he was obliged to leave his throne to his oldest son by his legal wife. That prevented civil wars when an Emperor died, the historians said. But it also left the ruling monarch with a dangerously narrow choice in appointing his successor. To be more precise, he had no choice at all. Any fool could ascend the Radiant Throne, so long as it was his by right of birth. That was why Aethelstan IV now wore the crown.

It was not that Aethelstan was by any means unique. The Empire had had many ineffectual leaders in the previous centuries, and many complacent ones, but it had survived. A polity as vast as the Empire does not collapse overnight. Perhaps it could survive a thousand years, gradually decaying from within. But it would not survive ten years if it faced a determined, organised invasion.

A barbarian race can destroy a civilised empire, Bazan knew, especially if the civilisation had lost the will to defend itself. History was replete with such cases. But never in all of history had barbarian conquerors succeeded in restoring a civilisation or building a new civilisation in its place. Civilisation evolves over centuries, if at all.

It was easy to dismiss the Atkoi as quarrelsome warring tribes on distant planets, long since reverted to barbarism and scarcely able to use or maintain the modern weapons and metaspace warships they had somehow acquired. But that view was dangerously wrong, and Bazan had said so. He had told the Lord Chancellor and the Minister of Defence that it was wrong. He had told the Emperor himself that it was wrong. He had even written an infochannel article to that effect.

For his trouble, Bazan had been sent a thousand light years in the opposite direction. The Emperor did not want to be warned. Perhaps Aethelstan even feared Bazan. The Admiral was a popular and effective commander, and there had been more than one admiral before now who had seized the throne. Yet no treasonable thought had ever entered Bazan’s head; or if it had, he had dismissed it immediately.

Whatever the reasons, Giorge Bazan and the Magellan were now stationed at the Imperial Naval Base on Stygia, the last inhabited planet within Imperial space and only fourteen light years from the frontier with the Autarchy of An-Nizam.


13: MEET THE PRENDERGASTS

We can’t help observing that those princes who care little about principle and integrity but instead make use of cunning and deceit, obtain wealth, celebrity and great success. They achieve very much more than those who base their conduct upon openness and honesty.

Niccolo Machiavelli

Apres moi, le deluge.

Louis XV (Attributed)

A thousand light years from Stygia, an Atkoi ambassador had arrived at the court of the Emperor Aethelstan IV.

Ambassador Kateel tried not to look impressed by the Throne Room of the Radiant Palace on Nenuphar. It was built to impress the Empire’s friends and strike awe into the hearts of its enemies. Kateel wondered which category he fell into.

He was glad he had chosen to wear his formal robes that morning. Two immaculately dressed servitors had opened the enormous bronze doors to admit him into the cavernous chamber. Above him – how high above it was difficult to say, but possibly several hundred feet – was a vast duraglass dome filling the chamber with natural light. The walls below the dome were decorated with carved representations of the Emperor’s forebears and their achievements.

The Prendergast-Lopez-Arnolf dynasty claimed descent from the earliest heroes and ancient royalty of Old Earth. The claim was of uncertain veracity, but their descent from the founders of the Empire was not questioned. Seven hundred years earlier, the ruling class of humanity had overthrown their Nizami overlords and declared themselves sovereign. The Nizamis’ human auxiliaries had recognised the weakness of their masters and seized power for themselves in what became known as the Great Revolt. But it was not a true revolution, Kateel considered. The class of humans which under the Nizamis had risen to positions of privilege, retained and extended its power. They kept their land, their wealth and their slaves and secured positions by intermarriage and by creating Imperial titles which in the course of time gave an impression of legitimacy. But the new rulers had done what was required of them. They had defeated the aliens and kept their people safe. There was even a gesture towards democratic ideals: on many human planets, full citizens could elect their own senators. The so called Central Planets, the sixty or so oldest human colonies, were particularly well represented.

Kateel resisted the temptation to stand and gaze at the architecture like an ignorant peasant from one of the Outer Worlds. He glanced at the floor instead, at the intricate pattern of red, yellow, green, grey and black tiles. Quarried on Udanke, an uninhabited world in the Alpheratz Province, they had been a gift to the Emperor Kasimir II six centuries earlier. It was said that Udankean marble never eroded, and indeed the floor of the Throne Room showed no sign of any wear.

Another servitor led Kateel past a pond fed by a sizeable stream which meandered through a small wood of mature trees representing the vegetation of many of the Imperial worlds. To Kateel’s left was an enormous plinth bearing an equestrian statue of Baldwin I, called The Great. It had been sculpted centuries earlier by the artist Ricardo who was believed to have known Baldwin personally and sculpted him from memory.

The human officers and men stationed at the Nizami naval base at Ichabod had mutinied in 2294. Under its leaders, Lopez, Inchbold and Andrieux, the mutiny spread. A Commonwealth was proclaimed but within eleven years supreme power was in the hands of the military, in the person of Lopez’s son in law, Baldwin Prendergast. Humanity’s brief experiment with a Commonwealth was over. The Empire, under Baldwin the Great, had begun.

Somewhere in the vast hall, fragrant incense burned so that distant objects or people seemed hazy. It was no ordinary incense. It was made from the sap of tzark trees (sometimes called oilroot plants) imported from Coromandel. Kateel was escorted past a group of lawyers in their formal robes, waiting to present petitions. A low murmur of several hundred voices all speaking in hushed tones, combined with the babbling of the waterfall, filled the air. Vast pillars of Udankean marble stretched upwards as if to support the dome, although Kateel knew that in reality it was fibresteel girders within the walls which actually supported the weight of the roof. The pillars were merely ornamental, a sham intended to convey an impression of antiquity and therefore permanence.

Kateel was escorted towards a broad flight of steps. He heard a gong, or bell, struck several times. Some of the lawyers or supplicants glanced at him, either curious about his identity or business in the court or frustrated because his appearance would delay their own petitions still further. Kateel observed everything carefully, remembered everything, and feigned uninterest. He ascended the steps and was ushered through an intricately carved wooden screen into the presence of the Emperor.

“His Excellency, Lord Olniat Kateel at Otheris, Ambassador Plenipotentiary of His Dread Lordship Rurik Otheris at Otheris, Great Kzam of All the Atkoi, called Rurik III,” announced the Steward of the Court, “craves audience with His Imperial Majesty, Aethelstan IV, the Beneficent, the Mighty, Protector of the Poor, Archduke of Nenuphar, Tolon and Agoncillo, Lord of the Nizami Marches, Defender of the Faith, Knight of the Most Illustrious Order of the Thousand Suns.” Kateel bowed.

“Lord Kateel, you are welcome in our home,” said Aethelstan. He smiled and gestured towards a chair and added, “Do please share coffee with us.”

A young woman appeared, carrying two tiny cups of dark liquid on a small tray. She was wearing an elaborate formal dress, bluish green in colour with beads of gold and cinerium stitched into the fabric. Kateel glanced at the beads. The cinerium appeared to be genuine although it was naturally impossible to be certain that the beads were not merely plated. The girl had dark hair cut in a bob, a pretty face and a pleasant smile. She was obviously no mere slave. She would be the daughter of the Emperor, probably by one of his favourite concubines. She was certainly very attractive. She must have inherited her mother’s looks, Kateel thought. He already knew she was not the Imperial Princess, the daughter of the Emperor Aethelstan and the Empress Clothilde.

“This is my daughter Demetra,” said Aethelstan. Demetra blushed, curtsied and smiled at Kateel. She served first the Emperor and then Kateel. Kateel waited for the Emperor to begin drinking before sipping the strong, bitter fluid himself. Demetra sat at a chair beside the throne. Her seat had a back but no arm rests, as befitted her rank as a concubine’s daughter. A slave would be expected to stand or kneel and a princess would sit in a chair with arms and a back. Kateel’s chair had both a back and arms, naturally.

For a few moments they spoke of trivialities, Kateel’s journey and the architecture of Nenuphar. “You must be tired from your journey, Lord Kateel,” concluded the Emperor. “Tomorrow we will speak at length on more immediate issues. We will talk somewhere more private.” Kateel rose and bowed. Demetra rose, too. “Thank you, my dear,” said Aethelstan to her, and she curtsied, first to the Emperor and then to Kateel.

Kateel withdrew, walking backwards to the steps as etiquette demanded. One does not turn one’s back on an Emperor.

Kateel was escorted through numerous courtyards to the comfortable apartments where his military and political advisors were already waiting. The palace was set in a thousand hectares of woodland, a rural idyll surrounded by the Imperial Capital City of Cornubium which in the course of the past six centuries had gradually grown around it. The Radiant Palace was a city within a city, containing the departments of Foreign Affairs, Imperial Affairs and the Treasury, guest and staff accommodation as well as the living quarters of the Emperor and his immediate family and the Seraglio or women’s quarters.

The guest apartments were arranged around a large courtyard, with mature trees providing shade and the large pond in the centre. It was scene of idyllic peacefulness, but Kateel knew that five hundred years earlier this courtyard had been part of the Seraglio. Here the Emperor Isidro II, bored with his harem, had had sixty of his concubines drowned by the palace eunuchs before selecting new ones to replace them. The outrage had cost the Emperor both his throne and his life. The father of one of the murdered concubines had been an Imperial admiral who led a rebellion which deposed and killed him. They are no different to us, thought Kateel as he gazed down from his window on the lovely garden, except perhaps for their hypocrisy.

The next day’s conference did not begin until mid afternoon, but Kateel was not irritated by the delay. He was gratified. The Emperor obviously intended to imply that their business was not urgent. That he would go to such lengths to contrive an elaborate charade could only mean the opposite. He must be anxious to gain Atkoi support.

The Emperor, Lord Kateel and the Lady Demetra met in a small room, a study or library lined with ancient books and oak panelling. Neither the Emperor nor Kateel wore their formal robes although Aethelstan wore the sash of the Empire’s most coveted accolade: a Knighthood of the Order of the Thousand Suns, sometimes called the most selective club in the known universe, being limited to one thousand Knights at any given time. Demetra wore a beautiful yet demure dress. Kateel had already guessed why she was present.

“My Lord Kateel, please be seated,” began the Emperor. He gestured to a seat at the table. “It was an honour to make your acquaintance yesterday. You are a cousin of the Kzam, I believe.” Aethelstan smiled. “Rurik the Third, Kzam of All the Atkoi. A noble title.”

“Thank you, Majesty,” Kateel replied. “Yes, the Kzam is indeed my cousin.”

“I suppose really his title should be ‘Kzam of Most of the Atkoi,’ ” grinned Aethelstan. “I believe you are having some difficulty with the Baratkoi, Dumaquiti, Pasamanatkoi and several other tribes. Have I pronounced their names correctly?”

Kateel did not rise to the bait. “Your knowledge of our language and peoples is encyclopaedic, Majesty,” he replied. His voice was deep and he spoke slowly, with dignity. “Like yourselves we have had some local difficulties. But we know how to deal with traitors,” he added, leaving unspoken the implication that the Emperor did not. Does the Emperor not realise how insulting his words are? wondered the Ambassador. We know he is weak. If he is also a fool, then well and good.

Aloud, he said, “The Great Kzam will weld our peoples into a modern state. That will draw us closer to the Empire. We will civilise the tribes. The Empire and the Kzamate are natural allies. Your enemies will be our enemies, and they will be destroyed. I know that this Undiak, the so-called Kzam of the Baratkoi, has been raiding your outer planets. The Pasamanatkoi and Dumaquiti are no better. With Imperial help, we will destroy these enemies. Rurik will unify the Atkoi and bring peace. Peace will mean trade and prosperity for Imperials and Atkoi alike.”

Aethelstan nodded. What a pity Rurik did not come here in person, he thought. Then I could have killed him and put an end to this arrogant nonsense. Since that is not yet possible, I will have to continue to treat him as an equal and an ally. Since the Senate will not let me raise taxes to modernise the Navy, this Rurik can fight our battles for us. I will set him like a dog on the other Atkoi dogs. I will give them spades and they will dig each other’s graves.

Aloud, Aethelstan said, “It is always my wish to improve the welfare of the Empire. And that of our friends, too.” The two men discussed how the other Atkoi tribes could be subdued. The Empire had already supplied the Kzamate with ships. More would be required. Aethelstan conceded that he might be willing to sell them on generous terms with payment deferred for several years. A supply of cinerium would be made available on similar terms. The Kzam would need a stronger Navy.

Aethelstan was conscious of the weakness of the Empire. The whole of the Eastern Fleet was currently on manoeuvres in the Nizami Marches, leaving the Tolon Province dangerously exposed. The Nizami Marches had to be defended strongly. If Aethelstan could conclude a peace treaty with the Nizamis and get his Naval Procurement Bill through the Senate and build up the strength of the Navy, he could deal with the Atkoi at his leisure. But he needed several years of peace to achieve that.

“I would like to unite our two people together as friends and allies,” continued Aethelstan. “I am therefore offering to give my daughter Demetra to your Kzam in marriage.”

Kateel considered the offer. At seventeen, Demetra was the Emperor’s second oldest daughter, after the Imperial Princess Athanasia. Demetra was beautiful. Rurik would appreciate that. But she was the daughter of a concubine. An important concubine, true: her mother was of high birth, of the Andrieux family, no less. The Emperor would not have insulted the Kzam by offering him the daughter of a slave. But still Demetra was not a princess. She could expect to be married to a planetary governor or an admiral perhaps, or a senator or even a minister, but not the Great Kzam. Rurik would prefer the Imperial Princess, Athanasia. If Kateel could arrange that, the achievement would crown his career.

“Majesty, I am honoured,” he replied. “The Kzam will be honoured. Lady Demetra is charming, beautiful and intelligent. Any man would be honoured to have her as his wife. Any Prince. Yet I sense that Your Majesty would much prefer to keep her close to you for a few years longer. The Lady Demetra is still very young. Might I suggest, Your Majesty, that for the Kzam, the Sovereign Lord of the Atkoi,” (and his emphasis on the word ‘sovereign’ was barely perceptible), the Princess Athanasia would be a fitting match.” He paused a moment and added, “I am certain the Kzam would accept such an offer.”

Demetra, staring silently at the table, blushing and close to tears, wished her father would excuse her. She would never be a queen, she realised.

There was a moment’s pause while the Emperor pretended to consider the suggestion. In fact he had half expected this response and already decided on his reply. It was time he found a husband for Athanasia, and he would have been sorry to give Demetra to a barbarian. He wondered whether Kateel would have been quite so keen on the match if he had known about Athanasia’s sharp tongue and foul moods. She would be a scourge to the Kzam for life. He nodded to Demetra, who fled the room.

“Demetra is disappointed,” explained the Emperor. “But I understand your position. The Princess Athanasia is my eldest daughter and my only daughter by the Empress. She is beautiful, loving, virtuous and charming. She will be flattered and honoured to accept such a proposal.”


14: A TRUTH UNIVERSALLY ACKNOWLEDGED

A man who is furnished with arguments from the mint will convince his antagonist much sooner than one who draws them from reason and philosophy.

Joseph Addison

The next day Athanasia joined the Emperor and ambassador. Despite her father’s remarks, Princess Athanasia Clothilde Prendergast-Lopez-Arnolf was neither honoured nor flattered that she was to be given in marriage to a barbarian chief, but she knew better than to display her temper in front of her father and the ambassador. Despite his political weakness, his lack of friends in the Senate, the dire military situation with the Nizamis and Atkoi and now, it was rumoured, Anarchist or Leveller plots against the Imperial family, Aethelstan could be stubborn, particularly towards his own family. He was conscious that he was considered weak and so when he reached any decision, even a bad one, he would not reconsider. He imagined that this made him appear decisive. It did not. It simply exacerbated his poor judgment.

Athanasia’s ancestry was impeccable. On her mother’s side she was related to the Tarragona, Picot and Malapatan families, all of senatorial rank. She had inherited her mother’s good looks and her father’s poor judgement both of people and situations, and his stubbornness. In fact the worst qualities of the father were somehow exaggerated in the daughter. She imagined that she was the most intelligent and wisest of the family. She was aware of her father’s shortcomings, but failed to discern the same shortcomings in her own character; and she had never realised that no benefit could be gained from reminding the Emperor of his faults.

Aethelstan IV had nineteen sons and twenty-two daughters by some of his favourite concubines. As he currently had over sixty concubines in his seraglio, this was considered a modest number. The concubines ranged from slaves either purchased or born on his estates, to the daughters of senators whose parents considered it an honour to achieve such a close connection with the throne.

Under Imperial law, none of his sons by concubines could inherit the throne. Those nineteen sons would naturally be given positions of rank, power and privilege, but none of them would ever be an Emperor. The twenty-two daughters would be given in marriage to equally great men. No daughter of an Emperor would ever be a concubine.

Aethelstan had three children by the Empress Clothilde. Their daughter Athanasia was the eldest. Their first son, Sigismund, the heir to the throne, showed little interest in either the affairs of state, nor (and it was this which concerned his father most) in women. Their younger son was named Roderic.

It was a pity, thought Athanasia, that girls could not inherit the throne as they had done in ancient times, before the Nizamis came. She was the first born and had the intelligence, drive and competence to deal with the Empire’s problems, but a woman had not been permitted to ascend the Radiant Throne since Kosimo II had died childless over three centuries before and his widow had ruled in his stead. Athanasia’s place should be at court, at the centre of the Empire, guiding her father and eventually her incompetent brother. Of course a dynastic marriage with the Kzam would be a good idea if it kept the Atkoi quiet until her father was ready to deal with them decisively. But Demetra should be used for that purpose, not Athanasia. For her father to give Athanasia in marriage to a barbarian was grotesque. It was degrading. Nevertheless she replied politely when Kateel spoke to her and her father excused her after a few minutes.

Beauty as well as pedigree, thought Kateel. She will do perfectly. Next came the question of a suitable dowry. Ships, cinerium and an exchange of technical know-how were all discussed.

Gambier III had once been an Atkoi planet. It had been seized by the Empire two hundred years before and had a naval base and shipyards. But with the Kzam as a trusted ally, Kateel reminded the Emperor, they would not need a naval base in that region. Both men knew that the garrison had already been reduced to a token force. The planet’s population was still mainly Atkoi. It would make a very sensible dowry for Athanasia to bring to the Kzam.

“And our gift to you, Majesty,” added Kateel, “will be the head of your enemy Undiak, the so called Kzam of the Baratkoi. Your enemies will be our enemies, now.”

In the months that followed, lengthy negotiations between the Emperor’s advisors and Kateel’s negotiators were concluded. The treaty was approved both by the Privy Council and the Senate and signed by both Emperor and Kzam. The warships and cinerium were sent to the Kzamate. Gambier III would be ceded to the Kzam after ten years, or sooner if the Baratkoi were defeated before then. In reality the Baratkoi would keep Rurik busy for years, thought Aethelstan. By then, the Empire would be able to face the Atkoi from a position of strength. Aethelstan had no intention ever of giving up Gambier III.

Unlike Hektor Welbeck, the Emperor Aethelstan was glad to see his daughter go. She had nagged her father relentlessly to change his mind and send Demetra instead. Her efforts had had only one result: Aethelstan had brought forward the date of her departure, giving her only two months to prepare.

Particularly galling to Athanasia had been her father’s insistence that she be taught the arts of seduction, like a common slave girl. Under the tutelage of several older concubines, she had been taught to dance in the style of Atkoi slave girls, massage, undress herself provocatively, and perform acts in bed so disgusting that she would not have done them for an Imperial husband, let alone an Atkoi. If this Rurik imagined that an Emperor’s daughter was going do things like that he was in for a surprise. He had dozens of concubines and slaves. Let him take his pleasure with them instead. He even had several wives, for Atkoi law and the Arian faith placed less distinction between a wife and a concubine than did the Imperials, and there was no artificial limit placed on the number of wives a man might have, nor was any distinction made between his sons because of who their mother was. Any of Rurik’s many sons might inherit his throne, if their father so chose. This was said to give the Kzam a vastly improved chance of fathering a great leader, although it could also result in quarrels between rival heirs. In extreme cases rival half brothers with competing claims to the throne might plunge the Kzamate into fratricidal civil war, if the previous Kzam had not made his choice of successor perfectly clear.

Freed of the burden of Athanasia, the Emperor attended to his other difficulties. They were legion. The Senate, packed with the representatives of the comfortable Central Worlds, had rejected his Finance and Naval Procurement Bills. They considered that the Nizamis and the Atkoi were threats only to the remotest reaches of the Empire. Any enemy could be stopped long before he reached within five hundred light years of Nenuphar. The threat, if indeed there was a threat, would not reach crisis point before the next elections, and the elected senators preferred to delay any action. They had to heed their voters, and the voters preferred the available resources to be spent in ways which improved their lives more immediately. The hereditary senators were little help either. Most of their estates were on the old Central Worlds, and they did not relish paying higher taxes to defend settlements a thousand light years distant. Admiral Bazan was already conducting naval exercises on the Nizami Marches. That should be sufficient to deter any hostile move from the Autarchy. Everyone agreed that Bazan was a brilliant commander.

Then there was the difficulty with Borobudur. It was a remote planet in the Stormhaven Province with fewer than ten million human inhabitants. They wanted action taken against a rebellious native alien species known in Inglic as ‘borbods’. But the Empire needed to keep the goodwill of the borbods. They made excellent mercenaries and they were cheap to employ. The Navy needed to recruit more borbods and keep them loyal. The needs of the Empire would have to come first. Aethelstan had already decided on a course of action for Borobudur. He had appointed an Imperial Commission. It would take ten years to report back to the Senate. In the meantime he could forge closer friendship with the borbods and still appear to be doing something to help the human settlers on Borobudur.

Aethelstan had already appointed a head of this commission: Archpriest Peter Scamander. Scamander was useful. An outstanding diplomat and negotiator, Scamander was born in the Central Worlds but grew up on Borobudur and knew the borbods well. He seemed to understand them. He could speak to their leaders and win their support. Scamander had somehow developed a strong antipathy towards the human population of Borobudur, which apparently endeared him to the borbods.

True, Imperial Intelligence had their suspicions about Scamander. He had expensive personal tastes, too expensive for a cleric, even a cleric on an Archpriest’s stipend. And he had held some quite radical opinions in his youth. But Intelligence were suspicious about everyone, Aethelstan reasoned. It was their vocation to be suspicious. Scamander had mellowed with the years and Aethelstan found him charming, agreeable, witty and very civilised. He was just the man to deal with a difficult problem like Borobudur.

It had been the Emperor who was responsible for Scamander being elevated to his present rank. Aethelstan had personally spoken to the Patriarch of Nenuphar to have Scamander promoted, making him the youngest Archpriest in the Holy Orthodox Church. And if Scamander produced useful results there would be further promotions. Scamander was an ambitious man. There was nothing wrong with ambition. Properly channelled, it could be very useful. Aethelstan knew how to reward those who were useful.

There was one final problem which concerned the Emperor. In this matter too, Scamander could be of help. The problem was Akkadis. Akkadis was always a problem. It was indeed a rather more serious problem than Borobudur. It was an independent world and officially neutral, but there were those in its government who sympathised with the Kzam. That mattered, because Akkadis was close to Tolon. If the Atkoi were allowed to build a naval base on Akkadis, the whole Empire would be threatened. In an effort to reassure the Akkadisi and gain their friendship, the Emperor had already promised to support Akkadis in the event of any foreign aggression.

And so Scamander was visiting Akkadis. His task there would be to gather intelligence and forge alliances. It would be by no means easy. Nor would it be cheap. The Akkadisi authorities were notoriously corrupt. The Archpriest already possessed charm and intellect in abundance, but he would also require the means to bribe some very powerful people, people who expected and were used to receiving very large bribes; but the Empire would pay whatever was necessary. On that point, Aethelstan was determined.


15: ASHES TO ASHES

Niflheim: Thirteenth planet of the Tolon (qv) solar system, discovered by Becquer in 2346. Niflheim is a veritable treasure trove of transuranic metals. Most importantly it is the only known source of cinerium (qv). The ore is extracted robotically because of the high levels of surface radiation.

Astrophysicists speculate that Niflheim was not formed inside the Tolon system at all, but conglomerated out of material from an exploding black dwarf belonging to a much earlier generation of stars. It eventually drifted into the Tolon system and was captured. This would account for its high levels of rare superheavy metals and its highly eccentric orbit.

The discovery of Niflheim endowed the infant Empire with its own source of cinerium, forever ending our dependence on the Nizami. Tragically, Titus Becquer himself never profited from his discovery, dying in poverty on Averroes IV thirteen years later.

New Galactic Encyclopaedia (Infopress: Nenuphar)

Having removed the cargo of bullion, the crew of the Vengeance Is Mine now had the task of stripping off the cinerium cladding from the reactor engine. Bual wanted every gram of the grey metal salvaged before they left the Evening Star. The Ziandan Navy needed modern weapons. It needed money, and cinerium was as good as money. It was, indeed, better than money. It was accepted anywhere, was easily transferable and could not be traced. It was not eroded by inflation, either; at the moment it was appreciating rapidly. Bual intended the proceeds of this raid to promote not only the cause of the Ziandan Navy and the organisation which controlled it, the Ziandan People’s Front, but to enhance his status and position within that organisation. There was going to be war between the Empire and the Atkoi. That much was obvious to any fool; any fool, perhaps, except the Emperor Aethelstan and the Centralists who controlled the Senate and who were too far from the edges of the Empire to worry about its security. They were fools, but useful fools.

That brought Bual’s thoughts to the fate of the slaves. He did not want their value depreciated any more than necessary. It was a cargo of the finest quality. There were dealers on Akkadis who would pay the top rate for girls like these. They were attractive, well educated and from good backgrounds. Some men paid extra for Imperial girls. And they would pay a good deal extra if the girl in question was still a virgin. Conversely they would pay a lot less if the likes of Krull and Boolg and Smales had been using them as whores for six weeks. The Welbeck girl from Coromandel was probably the best of the bunch. Toltok had already put her ‘off limits’ to the men. She would bring in a small fortune if she were still ‘virgo intacta’ when they got her to market.

Toltok was efficient. Bual had told him to earmark a dozen girls for the use of the men during the voyage. The men had fought hard and deserved a reward. A gesture of goodwill would be appreciated. All the others were to be strictly off limits. No doubt they would be grateful. They ought to be. It would keep Krull and Boolg off them for the remainder of the voyage. Conversely, the earmarked girls would each get a lot more attention from the men. That would do them no harm. They would almost certainly be sold as whores on Akkadis, so they could start getting used to it now. Perhaps Toltok should arrange a rota. Bual did not want the drunken debauchery which took place last night to become a regular event. The men would not be fit for work. Discipline would suffer. There would be fights. Two girls had already been killed: one by a borbod, and one vacuumed because she couldn’t bring herself to do what Krull wanted. That did not matter a great deal – but it would a pity to waste any more. Trust Krull to be involved in those incidents! Whenever there was trouble, Krull was involved somehow. He had killed a man once, on Tolon, escaped the Imperial authorities and ended up joining the Ziandan Navy. Krull was useful in a fight, but Bual knew he had to keep an eye on him.

It took thirty-six standard hours, working in shifts in cramped conditions, to remove every sliver of cinerium from the reactor engines. Then the huge vessel was steered into a decaying orbit which within days would send it plunging into the depths of the planet below. The cinerium and some supplies had already been transferred to the Vengeance. The girls were led through the corridors to the tunnel dock.

This was a cause of considerable trepidation to them, as the tunnel dock was next to the shuttle docks where they had already guessed that at least some of the passengers had been jettisoned. Perhaps they had ceased to be of use to their captors. Perhaps they had merely been a brief entertainment, to be destroyed now that they had outlived their usefulness. They dared not ask, in case the very question provoked the consequence they dreaded. Toltok had made it very plain to them that they must never ask any questions at all about the fate of the passengers and crew or about their own futures. The men did not want to be bothered by them. Theirs was to serve, not to question.

It was therefore with considerable relief that they saw the tunnel doors open and they realised that they were merely to be transferred and not jettisoned.

There was air but no artificial gravity inside the tunnel. It was merely a thick and flexible tube connecting the two vessels. They crawled through the tunnel using the handholds provided. After a minute or two they emerged into the Vengeance. They were taken to a medium sized room and locked in. It had a toilet and shower but no furniture. There was sufficient room for them all to sleep on the floor, shoulder to shoulder. Gravity in this room was set at about half the standard level. An Arcturus class vessel did not have the energy to waste on luxuries. After the crew had also transferred back to the Vengeance, the clamps holding the two vessels together were disconnected and the tunnel was retracted back into the Vengeance.

On the observation deck of the Evening Star were five bodies, those of Irusus and his companions. The ship was to be their tomb and their funeral pyre. On the oceans of Selimpono, or Zianda as they preferred to call it, the bodies of great leaders or wealthy men were sometimes placed on a wooden ship loaded with fuel, a floating pyre, and burnt. These heroes of Zianda’s liberation struggle would be accorded the same dignity.

Commander Bual and his crew stood in the control room of the Vengeance, watching as the Evening Star began to drift away from it. He read the service for Burial in Space from the Ziandan Naval Officers’ Handbook. The men stood to attention and said “Amen” where appropriate. The borbods stood respectfully, not understanding the human concept of religion but conforming to the customs of their comrades.

After the service they watched for a while as the vast shape of the Evening Star, a flattened globe, silvery gray, with its name and the Tolcon badge and rows of duraglass windows, all dark now, began slowly to slip away. Its course had already been turned steeply downward. At the moment it was still habitable, but devoid of life, like a ghost ship, empty except for bodies. Its passengers and crew, their dreams and hopes and memories, were all gone now.

The ship sank gradually, ever faster towards the enormous planet below. Eventually it would hit the outer reaches of the dense atmosphere. Travelling at such a speed it would begin to bounce and tumble and glow red as it sank ever deeper. The pressure would increase as it sank. Not designed to cut through an atmosphere, it would begin to break apart. Eventually the friction and the raging storms in the lower atmosphere of the giant planet would tear the reactor engine open, haemorrhaging great gouts of radiation as it fell, but no-one would ever detect any trace of it.

Compressed beyond recognition by the immense pressure of the lower atmosphere, any parts of the vessel which had not been entirely vaporised would reach the hard, solid core of the planet tens of thousands of miles below. There they would lie undiscovered, forever.

The Vengeance had originally been designed to carry a larger crew and more weapons than it now held. It had room to spare for cargo, passengers or in this case, slaves.

The girls had been ordered to use the shower and to be very quick. Toltok would return in ten minutes to inspect them. They formed a queue and urged each other to hurry. They left their clothes in little bundles on the floor. There were neither towels nor did the shower cubicle have an air dryer, so they wiped off the water as best they could with their hands and dressed again, still damp.

Toltok returned promptly, or in fact a little early. Despite their best efforts to hurry, two girls were still in the shower cubicle: Bonnie and Carys. Bonnie emerged first and hurriedly looked around for her dark blue nightdress which, skimpy though it was, was her only garment. With mounting panic she realised it was not where she had left it. In fact it had been moved by accident. Bonnie heard the voice of Toltok in the corridor. Panicking, she caught sight of the only other article of clothing in the room, a white nightdress. She snatched it up. Thankfully it was quick and easy to don. Bonnie hurriedly joined the cluster of girls waiting for Toltok. She felt her heart thumping wildly as she waited for the door to open.

Seconds later, Carys emerged from the shower, dripping wet and searching in growing consternation for her white nightdress. She wasted valuable time looking in the tiny shower cubicle again. Then she heard the voice of Toltok.

“Get into line,” he said.

Confused, panicking, still dripping wet and entirely bare, Carys had no alternative but to obey, covering herself as best she could with her hands. The girls standing on either side of her did their best to shield her from Toltok’s view. She stood behind them with only her head and shoulders visible.

Toltok had earlier made a list of their names and demanded to know from each of them whether she was a virgin, with dire warnings of the consequences if any of them lied. Mortified, they had all answered truthfully. Now he had returned, together with Smales, holding what looked like a small pair of pliers. The girls waited fearfully.

Toltok glanced at his list and called out a name. It was Nysha. He gestured her forward.

He placed a clip in his device. It was a small strip of silvery metal, bent in a U-shape, with a sharp point at one end. It’s an ear tag, thought Leah.  He’s going to tag us like animals.  Bekka and one or two other girls from farming backgrounds also recognised the device.

Toltok gripped Nysha by the hair and bent her forward. He turned her head to one side, put the device carefully to her ear, and squeezed the handles shut. The two sides of the tag were pressed together and the sharp end was pressed through Nysha’s flesh and folded over and flattened like a staple. She squealed and whimpered. She could not help herself from squirming a little although she tried hard to be as cooperative as possible. There was not a lot of blood. Toltok had done this before. He told Nysha to wait on the other side of the room.

Next it was Clara’s turn. The willowy blonde knew what to expect and managed to remain quiet except for a little gasp when the tag penetrated her ear. Toltok released her. She hurried to join Nysha and they commiserated with one another.

Then Fern was called forward. She was wearing a short cropped blue bolero style pyjama top with a bare midriff and long matching blue pyjama trousers. She had a lovely figure. The firm hemispheres of her breasts thrust her short top forward and away from her slim, smooth waist. She was nervous and seemed reluctant to cooperate. Smales held her firmly by the neck and bent her head forward, while Toltok brushed aside her blonde hair and tagged her. Smales also took the opportunity to slip his hand inside her top and fondle her breasts. She gasped quietly. “Later, I will come for you,” he said with a grin and slapped her buttocks as she joined the group of tagged girls. The other girls all noticed what had happened. The remaining girls cooperated instantly when their names were called.

After Fern, it was the turn of Daisy, then Leah, Bonnie and Annamarie. The first seven had all been selected to serve the crew before. Then Aimee was called forward, shocked and frightened, followed by Janina and Juliet Esk, two very pretty sisters from Stormhaven, and then Louisa. This made eleven altogether. Toltok paused and checked his list. He wanted one more. One tag remained unused. He studied the line of girls. They tensed, unable to meet his eyes. He looked at Bekka, Philippa and Bianca, all very attractive. For a moment his gaze fell upon Millie, and she felt her heart turn cold with fear. Millicent Roche was eighteen, blonde, slender, and probably one of the most beautiful of the captives. Toltok paused a moment before shifting his gaze to the next girl. Millie felt weak with relief, sensing she had narrowly avoided something terrible. Then Toltok saw Carys, still bare and dripping wet. He grinned and gestured her forward.

Dismayed, Carys stepped forward, covering herself shyly with her hands. Toltok was not disappointed by what he saw. Carys was the only girl among the prisoners who had been a member of the crew rather than a passenger. She had been born on the impoverished agricultural world of Chalcedon into a peasant farming family, but her good looks and polite, helpful manner had made her career. She had successfully applied to join the shipping company as a hostess. Now twenty, she had been with the company for two years. Her responsibilities included welcoming people aboard in her smart uniform with her blue skirt and jacket and little round blue hat, showing the First Class passengers to their cabins and working as a waitress in the First Class dining room and bar. Sometimes she had daydreamed that she would meet a passenger and they would fall in love and marry. Perhaps he would be a wealthy first class passenger, but that was not important as long as he was kind and responsible. In the mean time she had worked hard and sent much of her income home to Chalcedon to help her younger siblings with their education and improve the family farm.

Now with her heart sunk in despair, Carys stepped forward to be tagged like an animal. On her parents’ farm the animals were not tagged. The few cows were recognised by sight, and in any case all the neighbours were honest. Blushing hotly, Carys stood still with her hands to her sides, as instructed.

She had firm, well rounded breasts. She did not resist as Toltok fitted the clip into his tagging device. Nevertheless Smales could not resist holding the pretty hostess still. He took one of her nipples between the thumb and forefinger of one hand, and squeezed until she winced. “Hold still,” he said, and nodded to Toltok. Her flesh was firm and wet and smooth. Toltok lifted her ear and inserted it into the device and squeezed. Carys gasped. She was no longer a hostess. She was a slave, tagged like an animal that belongs to a wealthy farmer.

The loss of her nightdress had sealed Carys’s fate.


16: INTO THAT DARK NIGHT

Tolon: Earth type planet, fourth planet of Columbine 106. It is the seat of government of the Tolon Province, 909 light years from Nenuphar. Discovered in 2346 by Titus Becquer of Ratisbon Mining, it was annexed by order of Emperor Osiander I in 2391 to secure supplies of cinerium from Niflheim (qv), the thirteenth planet in the system. It is a major industrial and engineering centre with a substantial naval base and garrison and is a hub for communication and trade. Population: nine hundred million, mostly human, Monophysite Christian.
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When Toltok finished tagging the girls, he did not tell them why they had been tagged or what it meant. He simply pointed to Aimee Pembroke and said, “You come with me.” Then he left the room. Aimee was visibly frightened. She looked across to Kyra, hoping for a word of reassurance or encouragement from her friend, but Kyra was on the other side of the room and Aimee dared not delay in obeying Toltok’s command.  Feeling utterly alone, she hurried after him.

Aimee was wearing the same white tee shirt and panties that she had been captured in. She had blonde hair, long and very slightly wavy, with a small straight nose and well defined features. She was slim and of average height.

Wilson was waiting for them in the corridor. Toltok said something to him which Aimee did not understand. Wilson nodded and gestured for Aimee to accompany him. He took her along a corridor and knocked politely on a door, opened it and prodded her into the tiny but comfortable cabin. “Good day, Your Eminence,” said Wilson politely. “The girl you sent for, Sir.”

Archpriest Scamander was seated in the cabin. “Thank you, Maxim,” he said. “Please wait outside.” He seemed charming, polite and in command. Wilson left and closed the door.

When Aimee saw the Archpriest, relief flooded over her. “Your Eminence! Father Scamander! Thank the Lord, you are safe!” she said, almost forgetting to curtsey but then remembering her manners. “Your Eminence, we thought you were… we thought something terrible must have happened to you. We’ve been praying for you, for all of us. Those men! It’s horrible…. Do you know… what are they going to do with us?”

The cleric did not immediately reply. He looked at Aimee and she was suddenly conscious of her scanty attire. The Archpriest noticed that she was not wearing a bra under her tee shirt. Her breasts were not large, but firm. They pressed proudly against the thin smooth fabric. Aimee blushed and covered her breasts with her hands, but then realised that it only drew more attention to her scanty attire. She was flustered and confused.  The cleric did not seem to be a prisoner. Wilson had been polite to him, deferential even. “Your Eminence, can you… can you help us? We are being kept prisoners and those men… it’s horrible, they.…”

Scamander cut her off. “I did not have you brought here to help you, you fool.” Aimee was taken aback both by his words and his tone. He was seething with anger. She backed away from him. “Your father has murdered a friend of mine. A good friend, a good man,” said Scamander. “Your family are under sentence of execution, under the Wartime Powers Regulations of the Ziandan Navy. They are to be jettisoned.” He paused for a moment to allow his words to sink in and then elaborated, “Vacuumed, as Bual’s men would say.”

Aimee was confused. Scamander made her feel that she or her family must have done something terrible. He was intelligent and articulate but she had never before seen him so angry. His eyes were small and unblinking and malevolent. She could not look into those terrible eyes.

“But you are right to think I have some influence with these men,” he continued. “They owe me a favour. A very large favour, as it happens.” His tone became kinder, more conciliatory. “I can speak to Commander Bual on your behalf. I believe he will show mercy, clemency even, if I ask him. In fact, I am quite certain of it. But the final decision rests entirely with you yourself. It is in your power to save your family.”

Scamander’s words only confused Aimee further. She did not feel as if anything was in her power.

“I will expect your grateful cooperation,” added the cleric. “Do you want to save your family?”

“Yes, Your Eminence, of course. I don’t understand though. What do I have to do?”

Scamander looked at Aimee but did not immediately reply. Perhaps he was savouring the moment. He looked like a toad, Aimee thought, jowly and chinless. Then he said, “Take off your clothes.”

“Pardon?” Aimee hoped she had misheard him.

“You heard me correctly. Of course, the decision is entirely your own. I understand it is a very quick death. Rather like being dropped into liquid nitrogen, they say.”

“Oh Sir, please, please no… I can’t,” began Aimee.

“Very well. I will give Private Wilson the go-ahead. Do you wish to send any final message to your grandmother and parents and brother? I do not think you will be allowed to see them in person before sentence is executed.” As he spoke, Scamander stood and stepped towards the door.

“No, please wait. Please, Your Eminence, don’t let them hurt my family. Please. I will do what you want.” Still Aimee hesitated.

“I’m waiting,” said Scamander.

“Do you promise, Your Eminence? You promise they’ll be safe?”

“My child,” he said slowly, “if a priest of the Holy Orthodox Church tells you something is true, then it is true. No further promise is necessary, and your question is of itself offensive. But since you ask, then yes, I do promise. Your father’s sins are great, but they will be forgiven and your whole family be spared if you show genuine contrition. Your own life will be spared too,” he added.

Hesitantly, Aimee pulled off her tee shirt, but clutched it in front of her breasts, unable to expose herself to Scamander’s gaze. Then she allowed it to drop to the floor. She dared not delay any longer. If the Archpriest became annoyed, he might change his mind.

Scamander looked on with approval. Aimee was nineteen. Her breasts were small but firm hemispheres, pointing prettily forward. Perfection, thought the Archpriest. In ten years those breasts will begin to droop, but right now they are perfect. Besides, she does not have another ten years. I will punish her for her Borobuduri arrogance, and then she will be vacuumed or sold to a brothel keeper on Akkadis. Bual can please himself.

Aimee pulled down her panties and dropped those too. She tried to cover her breasts and pudenda with her hands. “Let me see everything,” said Scamander mildly, as if sampling a fine sherry. Mortified, Aimee dropped her hands to her sides. “Turn around, slowly,” he ordered. She obeyed, looking down, unable to meet his eyes. He stood and put his hand under her chin and lifted her face to look into her eyes. “Touch the ceiling with your hands,” he said. Again she obeyed, blushing deeper. With her arms raised vertically and standing on her tiptoes, she could just touch the ceiling. Scamander watched in silence. He wanted to see what her breasts looked like, lifted and thrust forward. He figure was lovely, he thought. Slim, but curving. He was going to enjoy this evening.

“I am going to see Commander Bual,” he said at last. “I will be dining with him. I will ask him to postpone the execution of justice. When I return here, if I find that your heart is truly contrite I will speak to Commander Bual again and the execution will be cancelled. Do you understand?” Aimee nodded, still touching the low ceiling.

“You may put your hands down,” said Scamander. Aimee did so, relieved. Scamander donned his hat, a purple square biretta with gold cord as befitted his rank, and his cape which was purple with a black lining and fastened with a gold chain. As he turned to leave, Aimee stooped to pick up her clothes.

“No, leave them on the floor,” said Scamander. He wanted the girl naked while she waited. It would put her in a compliant frame of mind. “You may sit on the bed and wait,” Scamander added as he left the room.

He was gone a very long time. Aimee was not sure how long, because there was no clock, but it seemed like three hours or more. She sat and stood. Occasionally there would be a sound in the corridor as someone approached and her heart would thump in fear as she thought that the dreadful moment had arrived. Then the footsteps would recede and she knew that she was safe a little longer. Sometimes someone would pause and she could hear their muffled words, and she realised that Wilson or one of the other men was still standing guard outside the door.

Eventually Aimee heard footsteps that did not recede again. She heard the muffled greetings, and the sound of someone keying in the code on the door lock. Aimee knew that Scamander had returned to claim his dues. She felt her heart thumping uncontrollably.

Scamander entered the tiny room. Aimee was standing as far away from him as she could, naked but trying to hide herself with her hands. Scamander had enjoyed a very good dinner and had a lengthy and useful discussion with Commander Bual. Now he had no further commitments on his time except to enjoy the young Borobuduri filly who was waiting for him in his cabin. “Lie on the bed,” said the Archpriest. He began to remove his clothes.

Scamander was in no hurry. He would savour the enjoyment of the girl and her virginity slowly, as he savoured a good meal. He was slow, but very thorough. Aimee was compliant and fairly quiet except for occasional whimpers and yelps.

Later, a long time later, Scamander said, “Now lick it clean,” and pushed her head down towards his waist. Aimee managed to obey without retching or showing any disgust. When he was satisfied, Scamander said, “You can stop now.” Entirely sated by the good food, good wine (a fine red from Semiramis III of which he had drunk a little but not enough to dampen his ardour) and his evening’s sport with the Pembroke girl, Scamander slept, and snored.

I am tagged like a cow, and he is grunting like a pig, Aimee thought. She wondered when she would be allowed to see her family and whether they would know what price Scamander had exacted for their lives. She hoped not. She would tell neither her mother nor her father what she had done. It would break their hearts, and besides, she was too ashamed. She would tell no one. She wondered whether she could get up to visit the tiny bathroom attached to the cabin. She did so, but hurried back. She did not want the Archpriest to wake up and find that she had left his bed without permission.

Aimee had thought that nothing could be worse than what had already happened. But then Scamander woke up and stretched and grinned and spoke to her again, in the voice she had already learned to loath and fear.

“You brother squealed like a girl when the borbod skewered him,” he said simply.

Aimee took a moment to comprehend the enormity of what he had said. “I don’t understand…skewered? Is he safe, what… what do you mean?”

“Your father squealed too. They all squealed. We’ve put them out now.” He grinned, looking at her reaction.

“Put them out?”

“Jettisoned. Two days ago. Vacuumed. ‘Cast out into the void,’ as I believe the Arians say,” Scamander smiled.

“But, but you promised. You promised! Oh my God, no, oh my God, please God no! No! No!”

This reminder of his promise seemed to cause Scamander’s temper to snap. He seized Aimee by her hair at the back of her head and brought her face close to his. She quailed at his anger. “I will not have blasphemy in my presence, girl, do you understand? I will not have it. And as to my promise, I promised there would be no further executions and that your life would be spared and that your father’s sins would be forgiven. I do forgive him and there will be no further executions, but if you are not satisfied with that I will change my mind and have you put out too. Do you want that? Do you want to be vacuumed?” Scamander had turned red in the face and Aimee saw flecks of spittle on his thick lips.

“Sir, please, no, please, I’m sorry, I’m sorry” she sobbed.

“Good. Now get back on your back and spread your legs,” he said and once more enjoyed his conquest of Aimee.

Afterwards he put on a dressing gown and opened the door to call the guard. Wilson appeared. Scamander said graciously, “Thank you, Maxim, you may take her back now.” Aimee was cowering in a corner. She had retrieved her tee shirt and panties and was clutching them in front of her in a desperate attempt to preserve her modesty. She dared not dress again without Scamander’s permission.

“Sir, I was wondering,” began Wilson deferentially, “if you’d mind,” and he glanced at Aimee, “you see, now that you’ve broken her in, like, me and some of the lads thought perhaps….”

“Yes of course, Maxim, by all means,” replied Scamander. “I am not a possessive man. And you have all fought bravely, without exception. The labourer is worthy of his hire.” Scamander gripped Aimee firmly by the hair thrust her stumbling towards Wilson, still clutching her attire. She did not want to be in the situation of those girls who had lost their only clothes. “She’s all yours,” said Scamander. “You will find her compliant but relatively inexperienced. I have taught her one or two things, but she will certainly benefit from your instruction. She has a great deal to learn.”

“Thank you, Sir. That is very generous of you.”

Wilson led the last surviving member of the Pembroke family away, still clutching her tee shirt and panties. There were a dozen or so men off duty that night, and they had not been given permission to take girls from the holding room. For Aimee, it was going to be a very long night.


17: THEY ALSO SERVE

Princess of Petwen, the: A prototype interstellar vessel, completed in 2309 at Linlithgow Engineering, Petwen. Its designers had hoped to revolutionise faster than light space travel by building a vessel with metaspace capability but without the usual cinerium cladding. With no source of the grey metal available, the Empire was by this time in desperate need of ships to defend itself from the Nizami .  

Initial trials and safety tests had been concluded successfully. However, the Princess disappeared on its maiden voyage with the loss of three hundred crew. Despite exhaustive searches no trace of the vessel was ever found.

Popular legend relates that the Princess voyages on, frozen in time with ghostly passengers and crew, and can be detected only by doomed vessels. Despite numerous claimed sightings, none have of course been verified. The true cause of the disaster is more prosaic: without the means to render the reaction chamber impervious to neutrino radiation, prolonged shifts into metaspace were uncontrollable and dangerous. In all likelihood the vessel either slipped into an unknown dimension from which return is not possible, or it emerged back into normal space at a location from which return to civilisation was not possible.

The loss of the Princess was a major setback for the Empire. There were no further attempts to build interstellar vessels at Linlithgow until extraction of cinerium began on Niflheim, fifty years later.
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It was early morning when a drunken Boolg brought Aimee back to the girls’ holding room. She was shaking and unable to talk for some time. Kyra and Annamarie helped her to shower and clean her injuries; she had suffered some severe bites to her nipples in particular.

The following evening, the ear tagged girls were informed of some new arrangements. Henceforth there would be three line ups a week. Aimee was excused from the first of these. Toltok had heard that she had suffered a lengthy initiation into her new life.

At seven o’clock that evening, the eleven available girls stood in the crew’s Recreation Room, staring straight ahead and waiting to be chosen. They no longer held hands for mutual encouragement. Each was alone now, in her private misery. The officers would have first choice. Bual selected Janina. Toltok, as promised, chose Clara. Smales chose Fern. Carys was led away by Krull. All the girls were taken that night, but by Bual’s order each was returned by midnight. This system was retained for the remainder of the voyage.

Those girls with spare clothes had already shared them with those who had none, and when an opportunity arose Kyra asked Toltok if he could provide clothing for those who had very little to wear. The next day he provided some spare men’s shirts. With the sleeves rolled up, Clara, Nysha and Bonnie all looked rather fetching in the large shirts which came down to their thighs.

They coped with their new circumstances in different ways. Rather than become the common plaything of twenty different men, Bonnie tried hard to monopolise Toltok, becoming in effect his mistress for the duration of the voyage. Similarly, Carys successfully attracted the exclusive attention of Commander Bual. (Annamarie tried but failed to catch the Commander’s eye.) As a result, Carys and Bonnie were spared the attention of the remaining eighteen men and given some privileges, which caused a certain amount of resentment. This was complicated by the fact that Bonnie was blamed for getting Carys ear tagged in the first place. Kyra did her best to sooth their resentment. They were all in the same predicament, she reminded them. They should be trying to find out where they were being taken and why, and what had happened to the rest of the crew and passengers.

Krull insisted, at least at first, on keeping Nysha entirely for his own disportment. He was not an officer and had no authority to do this, but none of the men dared challenge him on the matter. After suffering his attentions for some two weeks, Nysha was relieved when Krull tired of her and turned his attentions to Clara instead. Nysha in turn became one of the most popular girls with the men, often the first to be chosen in the line up and the last to be returned, and she was frequently required to entertain several men in succession.

Some of the girls, like Fern and Daisy, took every opportunity to ask the men for alcoholic drinks. Frequently they were willing to share their liquor and it helped the girls cope with their ordeal. Louisa, who had been shy to start with, withdrew into her own world and hardly spoke. Kyra gave her whatever encouragement and support she could.

After her lengthy initiation, Aimee was mercifully not persecuted more than any of the other girls. Most of the men understood that her father had been acting in self defence and the family had been punished enough already. It was only the spiteful Scamander with his hatred and resentment of Borobuduri, and the perverse Boolg, who had particularly wanted her punished. She was an attractive girl and was almost always selected to serve several of the men, and they seemed satisfied with her. Indeed, when at last the voyage came to an end, one or two of the men missed Aimee in particular.

Nysha, Aimee and Kyra were also required to serve the meals in the officer’s dining room aboard the Vengeance. Bual, Toltok and Scamander ate together. On their first evening, Toltok had arrived first. The three girls had each been given small matching green and white table cloths to wear as skirts. They were told to fold the cloths diagonally and wrap them around their waists, tying them at their rights hips.

Toltok sat at the table and told the girls to stand in a line facing him. He ordered Aimee and Nysha to remove their tops. Blushing, they obeyed. The result was very attractive, as both girls were slim waisted, with fine breasts. Kyra alone was spared the humiliation of serving topless. From then on, this was how they would serve dinner to the officers of the Vengeance.

One evening a few days later, having just served dinner, the three girls were standing neatly as they had been instructed, in a row with their hands clasped behind their backs and their heels and toes together and their backs straight and heads up. They looked quite demure, or in the case of Nysha and Aimee as demure as a young woman can look if she is wearing nothing except a small table cloth, folded in half. Their task was to remain quiet and still and hold themselves ready in case the men required anything.

Kyra was grateful she had been allowed to wear her pyjama top, skimpy though it was. She was acutely conscious of the fact that Scamander had been looking at her throughout the meal. He had also sent her to fetch another bottle of wine and to fill his glass and to fetch more gravy. After finishing his meal he spoke to Bual, and Kyra was horrified to realise that she was the subject of the conversation.

Scamander asked Bual if Kyra could be sent to his room after the meal. She did not understand why a senior cleric should be on such friendly terms with these brigands but there could be no doubt as to his plans for Kyra. He had already had several of the girls brought to his cabin for his own disgusting purposes, including Aimee, Juliet, and on one occasion Annamarie and Clara together.

Until now, Bual had protected Kyra from his men’s depredations, but now he hesitated before answering. Kyra’s heart seemed to stop beating and she felt dizzy with fear.

Bual wanted to afford Scamander every possible consideration. Despite his contempt for the cleric he knew that Scamander was useful. But he had plans for Kyra. It would be a pity to ruin the girl and sell her as a whore in Akkadis. He searched for the right words. “I have plans for that girl,” said Bual. “Are there any of the others you would like to have sent to you? There is a little creature called Janina who is quite charming, and very keen to please.” (Janina also held the unique advantage, mused Bual, of being the only one among the ear tagged girls who had not been required to entertain Boolg. Upon first smelling his breath, the girl had vomited. It had earned her a thrashing with Boolg’s belt but perhaps she had found that preferable to the alternative.)

“No matter,” replied Scamander. “Yes, perhaps later I will enquire after Janina. I believe I am already acquainted with her sister.”  Kyra felt weak and relief. Scamander was not going to pursue the matter. The conversation shifted onto other topics. Kyra wondered for the thousandth time precisely what Bual’s plans for her involved.

Toltok, looking directly at Aimee, told her to fetch something from the kitchen. Toltok’s accent was always strong, but now he had been drinking and his words were slurred. Aimee knew he was sending her to fetch something but she could not understand what. Afraid to ask, she hesitated but then said, “Sir, I’m sorry, please will you repeat that?” Toltok repeated the word but Aimee still looked blank. He repeated the word again, this time irritably. Panicking, Aimee hurried from the room, her breasts bouncing delightfully as she went and her cheeks blushing at the unwanted attention. She still did not know what she was supposed to fetch. It could not be wine; there was an almost full bottle on the table. It could not be salt or pepper or gravy. The word had not been ‘coffee’ or ‘milk’ or ‘sugar.’ She hoped that when she reached the kitchen it would be visible and obvious.

There was no one else on the kitchen. Aimee was relieved to find that Boolg had already left, apparently by the rear door which led to the crew’s cabins. Aimee saw the cheese platter, which Boolg had prepared and left all ready. But the word Toltok had used had not sounded like ‘cheese’ or ‘platter.’ It began with an ‘s,’ but there was nothing else that Aimee could think of which Toltok might have wanted at the end of the meal. She hesitated, afraid to return empty handed and uncertain how to proceed.

Then she heard Boolg’s voice. It sounded as if Boolg was talking to Smales in the corridor outside. She wondered whether she should ask Boolg what she was supposed to fetch. No, she decided. She was terrified of Boolg. She was terrified of Smales, too. Besides, Boolg could not possibly know what Toltok had sent her for. In an agony of indecision, Aimee froze. Then she realised that Smales and Boolg were still talking. Smales said something like “…Akkadis…” and Boolg replied, “… better prices for them….”  There were other words, but they were muffled and indistinct.

Aimee knew that if she spent any longer in the kitchen, Toltok might be angry. Plucking up her courage she picked up the platter and did her best to walk gracefully back into the dining room. Bual and Scamander were talking. Aimee put down the platter, curtsied and looked nervously at Toltok.

Toltok looked at the cheese platter in genuine amazement. “What’s this? Where’s my serviette?” he demanded. He sounded irritated, Aimee thought. By now Scamander and Bual were watching, curious at what was going on. Aimee blushed deeper. Kyra and Nysha were both silently glad they had not been sent on this errand. Neither of them had any idea what ‘serviette’ might mean.

Suddenly Kyra remembered hearing the word before. “Napkin,” she whispered, just loudly enough for Aimee to hear.

“Serviette. Napkin. Yes, sir. I’m sorry,” said Aimee, and hurried out again to the tiny kitchen. She knew where the napkins were kept. Boolg had shown her. She opened the drawer. To her horror it was empty. She looked around in panic. Then she remembered where the spare ones were kept. She rushed to pick one up, and took it to Toltok, curtsied, said “Sorry, sir,” and curtsied again and returned to her place next to Kyra.

Aimee’s immediate crisis was over. Relief swept over her and she was unable to help herself from dissolving into tears. But the meal was almost over and her humiliation was mercifully short lived. Bual excused the three pretty waitresses and they each bobbed a polite curtsey, thanked him and left. Aimee and Nysha were expected in the Recreation Room shortly for the line up. Kyra hugged Aimee but remained behind to clear the table and wash the dishes. She knew Boolg had left. She was still nervous of him, but he had never dared to molest her, nor any of the unmarked girls.

Scamander thanked Bual for the dinner and Bual remarked that the meals were better since extra supplies had been loaded from the Evening Star. To himself, Bual thought, Boolg is a good fighter, which is what matters; but I hope he washes his hands before he cooks my dinner.


18: CROSSING THE LINE

Xenogenes: Hybrids containing genetic material from two or more species, including hybrids of human and alien species, created by the Nizamis during their occupation of Earth. Most experiments in genetic engineering failed, the results being either not viable, sterile, or of no practical use. However a few hybrids were used to colonise and work in environments hostile to Nizamis, humans and other intelligent client species.
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Aimee Pembroke was returned late to the holding room, as she often was, and it was the following morning before she had the opportunity to tell the other girls what she had overheard. They gathered around her to listen. “Akkadis… better prices for them,” repeated Aimee for the fourth time. “But what could it possibly mean?”

“I think it means what it says,” said Carys. “I think it means they’re going to sell us. On Akkadis.”

There were several horrified gasps. “But when people realise the Evening Star is missing, they’ll come to look for us. They’ll rescue us,” said Pippa. She looked at her mother and sister. “They will rescue us, won’t they, Mummy?” she added. Annamarie nodded emphatically, as she did every time Philippa raised this question.

“But they won’t know where to look. They won’t know what happened to the Evening Star. They might never know. They’ll think it just disappeared, like the Princess of Petwen,” said someone else.

“We don’t know that. We don’t know that at all,” said Annamarie, trying to protect Pippa and Clara.

It was not that the possibility of slavery had only just occurred to the prisoners. In the long hours when they were kept in the holding room, they imagined their fate. It was obvious that they were not being held for ransom. The Ziandans had clearly not selected the richest passengers, but the prettiest girls. It was Leah who had first wondered aloud if they would be sold into slavery. There were cries of horror when she said it, but most of the girls now realised it was a very real possibility. Obviously they could not be sold within the Empire. Mostly they were either full citizens or subjects of the Emperor. But there were many worlds outside the Empire, planets where the Emperor’s writ did not run. Some of those planets were independent. Some were Atkoi worlds.  Others were ruled by nonhuman aliens but had some human inhabitants who sometimes owned slaves.

All the girls were horrified by the idea that they might actually be owned like an animal. Slavery existed on many worlds even within the Empire, but even those who came from planets where it was legal were appalled to imagine it applying to themselves.  And to be a slave among a foreign people at the mercy of a master who might use or misuse his slave in any way he chose, or simply destroy her, must be awful: utterly, utterly awful. And how much worse it must be if her master were an Atkoi, a barbarian scarcely a generation removed from nomadic tribesmen.

And now their worst fears appeared well founded. ‘Better prices for them,’ could not mean the cinerium. It must refer to the girls themselves. The mention of Akkadis made their predicament seem more real, more immediate. If they were truly being taken beyond the boundaries of the Empire they might never be rescued.

Then Carys mentioned that she had heard of Akkadis. It was famous, she said, or infamous, for its pleasure houses. They were brothels where slave girls were kept and made to serve the men who paid to visit them. “What if the owner of a place like that wanted to buy one of us?” Carys wondered aloud.

None of her companions could answer this question. Even Annamarie was silent. Then Daisy spoke. Daisy had also heard of Akkadis and the very name made her heart sink. Her husband had visited Akkadis once, before he met Daisy. Imperials were not usually welcome there, but Lloyd had been there on business. He was supplying advanced food manufacturing equipment to a company belonging to one of the oligarchs who ruled the planet, and the authorities had turned a blind eye to his presence there. He had told Daisy all about the pleasure houses, although he had never visited one himself, of course. But Lloyd had also told her about the xenogenes, and it was this that worried her even more.

People on Akkadis were, of course, almost all entirely human. But Lloyd had seen a xenogene once, a horrible creature, part human and part alien. Its general appearance was roughly human. It very nearly was human. Its genes were probably ninety-nine percent human, Lloyd had said. He had no idea what the remaining one percent had been, but its ancestors had been engineered to survive and work and live in an environment with low moisture levels, low air pressure and extreme cold. Its kind seldom ventured to the cities. They lived on the high plains of Akkadis, where humans never went because of the altitude and cold. Much of Akkadis was uninhabitable for true humans.

The xenogenes had been created by the Nizamis, centuries ago, when they had conquered Old Earth in the days before the Empire. Some looked almost human. Others were entirely monstrous. Some were sexually attracted to humans, and some could even interbreed with them. The xenogenes were not a single species; there were many different types. Within the Empire they had been hunted down and destroyed, or they had fled, after the Nizamis were driven out. It was said that in the Autarchy of An-Nizam there were still xenogenes on many worlds. And on independent worlds like Akkadis, Luxor or Oriflamme there had never been any attempt to eradicate them.

“Some xenogenes are quite rich,” explained Daisy. “Some of them want a human wife, but obviously no human woman would want to marry a xenogene, so they buy a slave girl. Some of them like Imperial girls, and they pay extra for them. That’s what Lloyd said,” she concluded.

No one spoke. In the silence, they could hear Bekka weeping. Then Annamarie said, “There’s no point getting frightened over lurid stories. Anyway, we don’t know they’re taking us to Akkadis.”

Clara looked at her mother. “I don’t want to be owned,” she said, “not by a monster.” Philippa reached out and hugged her sister and they both subsided into tears. Annamarie did not trust herself to speak.

Her old life was over now, Kyra realised. The future she had planned, with Simon, happily married, having his children, visiting places on Nenuphar, that future would never happen now. Bual had a different future planned for her, and it might involve selling her to an Atkoi or a xenogene or a brothel keeper. None of the girls slept that night, not until the early hours when exhaustion overcame them. The last thing Kyra remembered before she fell asleep was the sound of one of her companions weeping.

“Come to my arms, my love,” said Simon.

“My Love!” said Kyra. She reached out to him but then she saw his face. It was different. One of his ears was missing. Then she realised it was not a human face at all. It was the face of a borbod with leathery skin and gaping mouth and long teeth and writhing fronds where his nose should be, and he tried to speak but only hisses came out. He was walking towards her. He was about to seize her. She tried to run away but somehow she could move only slowly, as if wading through syrup.

Then she heard the translation device. It said, “Come to me, my wife. You will give me babies. Our babies will be almost human.”

Kyra suddenly realised she was naked and Boolg was watching and grinning. Smales and Wilson were watching too. Kyra screamed for help, “No! No! No!”

Leah shook her gently awake. “It’s all right,” said Leah, “You were having a nightmare. It’s over now.”

But Kyra knew that the nightmare was only just beginning.

The girls did not overhear any further snippets of conversation, but after about five weeks they sensed a change in the men’s mood and wondered whether they were nearing their destination. Then suddenly they were ordered to wash all of their clothes. They had never before been instructed to do this (although they did so anyway), and the unexpected command caused some consternation.

That evening there was no line up, although one was due. They felt a lurch and a sudden change in gravity. The Vengeance had begun its descent.

They felt it land in the early hours. The girls all felt suddenly much heavier. Gravity on this planet, wherever it was, must be at very nearly the standard level, they thought. The ventilation stopped and the room became warm and stifling. A thought crossed Kyra’s mind: Suppose the crew have somehow been killed or just gone away and left us here, trapped in this room, to suffocate? They remained in the room, bathed in sweat, for twelve hours. Then Dunlow opened the door and ordered them to line up and walk to the docking room. With a tingle of excitement and fear they saw that the external door was open. The light was very bright and the air was warm. They descended the steps onto the rough gravel surface. Kyra felt tired, thirsty, weak and unbearably heavy.

It was not a proper spaceport. An Arcturus class warship can land on any planetary surface. It simply needs a reasonably flat solid area of land. Barefoot, they picked their way carefully across the rough gravel. Annamarie was struggling with an enormous bag that Smales had told her to carry, and Kyra had just offered to help her. The heat and gravity made them all feel dizzy and weak. Even the occasional gusts of breeze seemed hot, and dust stuck to their sweaty skin as they dried in the warm breeze.

A hundred yards ahead was a large shed of rusty corrugated fibresteel. Beyond that was a line of hills covered in deep green forest. A thought occurred to Carys which gave her a glimmer of hope. The heat, the hills, the forest and the dilapidated building all reminded her of her home world. She hurried over to Kyra and whispered urgently, “Kyra, Kyra! I think this may be Chalcedon.”

Chalcedon was an Imperial world. Hope gave Kyra energy, despite the gravity and heat. Boolg was walking past at that moment and she dared to ask him directly, “Excuse me, Mr Boolg, sir, but is this Chalcedon?”

Boolg laughed loudly. “Chalcedon?” He laughed again. “Ha! Chalcedon! No, it’s not Chalcedon, it’s Akkadis! We’re forty light years outside of the Empire!”

The bag slipped from her fingers and Kyra slumped senseless to the ground.


19: THE TIES THAT BIND

Akkadis… The Commonwealth has doggedly retained its independence, initially from Luxor and later from the Empire and the Atkoi. The strategic position of Akkadis, being within easy striking distance of Tolon, made it a target of Imperial foreign policy from the 2700s onwards, with successive Emperors determined either to seize it or at least prevent the Kzamate of Ziandakush from establishing a naval base there. The oligarchs sought to play the Empire and the Atkoi off against each other, but by the late 2900s the balancing act was becoming increasingly difficult to maintain….

New Galactic Encyclopaedia (Infopress: Nenuphar)

Amanda Alba and Roxana Keswick guessed they had been in Diskobolus for about two months when they received an unexpected visit from the hated Lieutenant Lavendro. They had lost track of the exact number of days. They had not been tortured as such, but they had been allowed no contact with other prisoners and neither of them knew whether any of her family survived. Amanda in particular imagined that this was a torment worse than any physical mistreatment the CPS could have devised.

Then quite suddenly Lavendro appeared outside their cell, together with another CPS officer. Roxie and Amanda stood, hardly daring to breath. Amanda glanced at Lavendro and then looked immediately away. The sight of her husband’s killer filled her with both loathing and fear. Lavendro simply looked at Amanda and Roxie dispassionately and said to his subordinate, “Good. Get them ready.” Then he left.

Amanda and Roxie were hooded, tied and gagged once more and taken to a vehicle, some kind of landcar, Amanda guessed. She sensed that there were a number of prisoners with her, standing together in the back of the vehicle. She heard a conversation but could distinguish few of the words. Eventually someone said, “They’re ready. Sign here, please.”

We are goods now, thought Amanda, being delivered. We have to be signed for. The vehicle moved off suddenly and Amanda heard several thumps and squawks of discomfort as other prisoners fell to the floor of the vehicle. Amanda managed to sit down quickly on the floor. They were taken across the city and into a building and prodded into a room. Amanda heard someone say, “Take the papers to the Old Man. Manuela can do this lot.”

Much later – Amanda guessed it was the next morning – they were ordered to stand and hobble outside.

Igor Bleeny looked down from his comfortable office overlooking the courtyard of the Rose Garden at the five new slaves and the woman trainer who was responsible for their processing and obedience training.

The Rose Garden was the oldest and best known slave market and auction house on Akkadis. It had belonged to the Bleeny family for three hundred years. Igor’s ancestor Edmund Bleeny had made his fortune selling prisoners of war, traitors and their families, who had sympathised with the enemy in the Luxor War. He had found it both a profitable business and congenial occupation.

Three centuries later, just as the Bleeny family still owned the Rose Garden (and indeed various other businesses and commercial properties throughout the city of Akkad, thanks to the thrift and acumen of his forebears), so most of the descendants of those early slaves were still slaves themselves, and were often traded at the Rose Garden; although a born and bred slave seldom knew the identity of her forebears, or even of her parents.

Most slaves on Akkadis, as on any world, were female. Edmund Bleeny had soon found that it paid to specialise in females. Manual labour was performed mainly by machinery, but there were some services for which only a flesh and blood human was suitable. Most slaves were in effect either private concubines or prostitutes in pleasure houses. A few were maids, housekeepers or child minders. Some were kept on breeding farms, producing the next generation of slaves.

This batch from Diskobolus looked very promising, Bleeny thought. One appeared to be gravid, perhaps four months gone, and there was a dam and her filly, both very good lookers, and blonde.

Under the standard contract with the authorities, he was obliged to sell them either to pleasure houses or to breeding farms. That usually meant a lower price than he could have received from a private buyer, but still the Diskobolus contract was valuable. He took a fifteen percent cut on everything he sold for them, without having to expend any of his own capital or incur additional expenses. They would not be sold in the regular weekly auction. The general public would not be allowed to bid on them. A small, private sale was required. He would contact the potential buyers, the owners of the pleasure houses and breeding farms, and invite them to inspect the girls the following afternoon.

Bleeny looked through the one way glass into the courtyard two storeys below. The trainer was preparing the new slaves for processing. Manuela was a slave herself, in her forties, quite plain, and hard as nails with her trainees but pathetically grateful to Bleeny for buying her and keeping her at the Rose Garden. She knew what usually happened to slaves who had outlived their good looks or usefulness. Many were simply ‘freed’ by their owners. With no family, no home and no right to claim the Citizen’s Allowance, that meant a slow and lonely death. Others, according to rumours persistent among the slaves themselves, were simply destroyed when they ceased to be of any use or value, drowned and processed as animal feed or fertiliser. But the Rose Garden treated its loyal slaves differently and Manuela had been promised that if she did her job well she could retire one day and still live on the premises and still be fed.

Manuela began by removing the hoods from her five trainees. Anemone, Roxie, Amanda, Honeysuckle and Jasmine each blinked in the sudden bright light. They found themselves in a small courtyard, paved and surrounded on all four sides by a building three stories high constructed of plascrete blocks painted cream. On the ground floor, square pillars supported a cool cloister from which led various doorways and corridors. In the middle of the courtyard was a rectangular sunken pool, filled with a liquid which did not appear to be water. It was an opaque pinkish brown colour.

But for Amanda, all of this paled into insignificance when she saw Honeysuckle, alive and unharmed and standing beside her. Amanda’s heart leapt with joy. She wanted to shout with delight and hug her daughter, but that was of course still impossible. They were all still gagged and tied. And perhaps as Honey was alive, there was just a chance that Tom, too, had been spared.

Although Amanda and Honeysuckle did not yet know it, Tom was indeed alive, elsewhere in this very building. The Rose Garden did not usually deal in male slaves, except for gelding and training as eunuchs. But in this case Bleeny had made an exception. Amanda and Honeysuckle were both very attractive and it might make sense for someone to buy the boy for breeding more of the same. Breeding farms sometimes needed new studs, and this one would certainly improve their bloodlines.

Manuela addressed her five charges. “This place is called the Rose Garden. I am going to prepare you for sale as slaves, and administer your obedience training.” The girls whimpered, aghast, but Manuela continued. “My name is Manuela. In a moment I will remove your restraints.” There was a murmur of relief. “But first I must warn you. You will speak when you are spoken to, or not at all. You will address me and any woman employed here, as ‘Ma’am’ and any man you see here as ‘Sir’. Your manners will be impeccable and you will do as you are told, when you are told. The Rose Garden will not tolerate ill mannered sluts. Rose Garden girls are polite and well mannered. You are not ladies, you are slaves; but you will at least be ladylike.”

Amanda noticed the slavemark on Manuela’s wrist. Two months ago she would not have imagined that a slave would ever dare to address her in such a way. Amanda also recollected the name, the Rose Garden. Michael had mentioned it, years ago. He had sent a slave here to be sold, just before they were married.

Manuela spoke slowly and clearly. She was in no particular hurry and it was important that the new slaves understood their position clearly. “The consequences of any misbehaviour on your part will be very unpleasant indeed,” she said. “This is a goad,” she continued, lifting up a slender rod she was holding. It was as long as her arm, with a dial on its handle and a black pear shaped head at the other end. Manuela adjusted the dial. The girls could hear a low humming sound and something else, a sharp crackling caused by sparkling blue static electricity like tiny bolts of lightning flickering over its bulbous head. Her demonstration would have been more dramatic at night but it was still visible in broad daylight. “This goad discharges a shock of several thousand volts. It was not manufactured to use on humans. It was made to use on creatures called borbods. They have very thick skin. If I touch you with this goad, you will find it more painful than anything you have ever felt before. At least, that’s what I have been reliably told. I have never felt it myself and I do not propose to feel it now. Stand with your toes together on this line.”

The girls stood neatly on the line she had indicated, the edge of a row of paving stones. Manuela looked at the girls. They were still wearing the clothes they were arrested in. Roxana, with her bare waist, would be a good subject for her next demonstration. Without warning, Manuela’s arm whipped out and touched the goad against Roxana’s bare stomach, then her thigh and then her leg. The humming and the crackling seemed to intensify, but despite her gag, Roxana’s squeals drowned out any other noise. Squealing urgently, trying to plea for mercy, she fell to the ground and rolled around, trying in vain to shield herself from the touch of the goad, but whichever part of her body she protected, another part was of necessity exposed to Manuela’s goad. The others watched horrified as Roxana helplessly squawked, screamed, squirmed and rolled for perhaps a minute while Manuela tormented her, touching the terrible instrument again and again not only to Roxie’s exposed flesh, but also to the parts of her body which were clothed. Her stomach, breasts, inner and outer thighs, neck, arms, back and buttocks all felt the touch of the goad again and again, and Roxie yelped and yammered helplessly, twisting and turning and writhing without a moment’s respite while the torment continued.

Suddenly Manuela turned off the goad. After a few moments she told Roxana to stand. The girl obeyed, still whimpering and gasping for breath. The others could see the urine trickling down her thighs, but Roxie felt no shame. She felt only fear and pain.

Manuela grinned. “Did it hurt, girl?” she asked. Roxana nodded urgently. “Say, ‘Yes, ma’am.” Through her gag, Roxana did her best to utter the required words. The result was audible but muffled. “And curtsey when you speak to me, girl,” Manuela snapped. Roxie curtsied, anxious not to provoke the woman further. She was dangerous. Perhaps she was even insane, Roxana thought.

Manuela turned to the other four women. “Do you all believe me now, that it hurts?” she smiled. “Nice and loud, now.”

The other four girls all did their best to utter the words, “Yes, ma’am,” through their gags, and they all curtsied. Bleeny looked down with approval. The use of the goad was a necessary cruelty which would ultimately benefit the girls. Without it, Manuela would have been obliged to use a whip or cane. Although the cane was an excellent training device, it left marks. Bleeny hoped to sell these girls within two days. He did not want stripes on them. Stripes lowered their value. They gave the impression that the girl was disobedient or disagreeable or perhaps worse still, simply stupid. Occasional use of the cane was of course necessary, and buyers understood that, especially if those buyers were the owners of pleasure houses as they would be in this case; but it was better to keep its use to a minimum.

Manuela continued her demonstration, sounding almost reasonable: “Good! We are all agreed then, that the goad hurts. Remain standing where you are with your toes on the line.” Manuela switched the goad on again, and this time turned the dial to its maximum. The humming became higher pitched, the crackling sharper and louder, and the little forks of blue lightning more intense. The girls tensed, quailing in fear, imagining that Manuela intended another demonstration of the goad’s power but afraid to move from their places. “I have now turned the goad to maximum,” Manuela explained. “That is enough to stop an enraged borbod. It is also enough to kill one of you. You do not have thick skin like theirs.” She switched the goad off and paused for effect. She spoke slowly, emphasising her words. “If I have to use this again, on any of you, that is precisely what will happen. A stupid slave is no use to man or beast. If any of you are too stupid to learn, I would prefer to destroy you now rather than later. My time is too valuable to waste trying to train a slave who is too stupid to learn. Is that understood?”

Again the five girls all answered with a muffled “Yes, ma’am,” and a curtsey.

“Are you very sure of that?” Manuela persisted.

“Yes, ma’am.” Again they curtsied.

Manuela did not immediately reply. She looked them each in the eye, and they each looked away. “I hope so,” she said eventually. “For your sakes, I sincerely hope so. That was your first warning. There will not be a second.”

Manuela’s remarks were not entirely true. The goad, though painful, was not usually fatal to human victims, but it would do no harm for these girls to think that it might be. Women new to slavery were sometimes troublesome. They had to learn a whole new set of values and unlearn the habits of a lifetime. They needed every motivation possible. But Manuela did not have the authority to kill any of her charges. They were certainly more valuable than she was, and Manuela was in no doubt that if she deliberately or even carelessly caused one of them to die, she would herself be flogged severely and then destroyed as an example to the other house slaves; but again, it was not necessary for her trainees to be aware of that.


20: SWEET LITTLE LIES

Cleanliness, obedience, good manners and a cheerful smile: these are the four essentials for selling slaves. Insist on these and all else will follow, including good prices.

Bleeny, Edmund: 101 Rules for Success in Business (Lizard Press: Akkadis, 2688)

“There is one further thing that I have to tell you,” concluded the trainer. “There is no polite way of saying this. You smell. You smell disgusting.” Manuela emphasised the last word. “In your old lives, I suppose that would be tolerated. It will not be tolerated now.”

This was, of course, an unfair condemnation. They had not chosen to be incarcerated in filthy cells in Diskobolus for two months with no change of clothes, but the matter was not open to debate. Manuela unfastened a small pair of clippers from her belt, cut the restraints on Jasmine’s wrists and gave her the clippers to release the others from their bonds and gags.

“Behind you is an ablution room,” continued the trainer. “You may go there and relieve yourselves and drink some water. In two minutes I will blow a whistle. When you hear the whistle you will return to this line immediately.”

As Manuela commanded, so it was done. Next she ordered them to remove their filthy clothes. Horrified, Honeysuckle glanced at her mother, who nodded urgently. Now was not the time to question their captors’ authority. Roxana also hesitated until she saw Manuela’s hand move to the handle of the goad, now hanging at her waist.

“Put your clothes in a pile, just there. You are going to be dipped. You will remain in the tank until I tell you to emerge. It is essential that your heads and hair are immersed too. The chemical will destroy your lice, your germs and your smell. Get into the tank now. Wait!” she said as they were about to move. “What do you say?”

“Yes, ma’am,” the girls all chimed together, clearly now, with their gags removed, and curtsied.

Amanda stepped to the side of the tank. She sat on the edge and slid carefully in. It was cold at first, but they soon adjusted to it. Amanda began to relax. The combined effect of drinking some water, having their restraints removed, and the cool liquid, refreshed all of the girls, even Anemone who had been very close to fainting. For the first time in perhaps twenty-four hours they almost felt physically comfortable. Manuela allowed them to remain soaking for some time. The pinkish brown fluid was dirty from frequent use but it would kill any germs. It had a strong, clean, chemical smell. It was not fragrant but it was hygienic, despite being replaced only once every few years.

None of the women had been inside the Rose Garden before, but they all knew of it. Amanda could remember Michael speaking of it, years earlier. When she had first met Michael he was already a successful lawyer. He liked luxury and expensive possessions. He had a slave, a girl of twenty-four who served as his concubine, maid, cook and housekeeper. She was a very pretty girl, Amanda remembered, sweet and keen to please her master in every way. Her name was Vanessa. They called her Nessie for short. Michael had bought her from a specialist dealer six years earlier.

Amanda had insisted that Michael dispose of Nessie. An older, plain maid or housekeeper was one thing, but a beautiful creature like Nessie was simply not acceptable. Amanda knew that young men sometimes had such women before they were married, if they could afford them, but she did not want to share Michael with anyone, not even a slave. Besides, it would be a test of Michael’s love for her. If he did not love her enough to dispose of the girl, Amanda said, she would not marry him. She had been rather proud of her insistence. It would prove to Michael that she had the character to stand up for herself.

Nessie had guessed that she was going to be sold. It was what every slave in her position dreaded: that her master would marry, or buy a younger girl, and she would be surplus to requirements. She knew she would never have such a good master again. In all probability she would either be sold directly to a pleasure house or else owned by a series of masters over the next few years, each less discriminating than the last, and still end up in a pleasure house. She might be sterilised, as many pleasure slaves were. Others ended up on breeding farms.

Once, when Amanda was alone with her, Nessie begged her to take pity on her. She literally fell to her knees and implored Amanda to keep her. She would serve Amanda loyally, she said, cook and clean and look after her future children. All she wanted was to serve Amanda and Michael for as long as she lived. It was all terribly embarrassing. Finally Nessie had even hinted that she would help Amanda by teaching her how to please Michael in bed.

The instant she had uttered the words, Nessie realised that she had made a terrible mistake. Amanda wanted no reminder of Michael’s past life. Michael was very understanding, though. Shortly after that, Amanda and Michael went out to a restaurant. Afterwards they returned to Michael’s home, and Nessie was gone. He had arranged for the dealers from the Rose Garden to collect Nessie while he was out. Neither of them ever saw Nessie again. Michael said that the Rose Garden would find her a nice, private owner. Amanda could still recall the shame of having to face Nessie alone, and the relief of knowing she would never see her again.

There had been nothing, then, to spoil the happiness of their marriage, especially after Honeysuckle and Thomas were born. Michael’s professional career flourished and he was selected as a candidate for election.

There had been some unfortunate incidents at their children’s school, though. Honey and Thomas had both been subjected to a campaign of persecution during the previous two years, organised by an older boy, Jak Zadkine and a girl named Alicia Carno, and their coterie of friends. Eventually Michael and Amanda had transferred Tom to a new school. Honey had just graduated and was looking forward to beginning training as a nurse.

The school situation had been rather awkward because Amanda and Michael knew the Carnos socially. They were in fact neighbours. Mrs Joan Carno was a wealthy widow with substantial investments in Akkad City. Now in her late forties, she must once have been a strikingly beautiful woman. She was self assured, charming and friendly, and highly respected in the community for her generous charitable work. Amanda and Michael had visited her house once or twice. Mrs Carno was always immaculately and expensively dressed and her house reflected her expensive tastes. Her daughter Alicia was clearly spoilt. Her mother, though a strong character outside the home, had been unable to refuse Alicia anything.

On Amanda and Michael’s first visit to the Carnos there had been two maids serving the food and drinks. Both were pretty girls, with medium length dark hair, Amanda remembered. They were obviously slaves. Each was marked with a tattoo across her right wrist, just above the heel of the palm, an indelible badge of servitude consisting of six letters or digits. It was known as the slavemark.

One of the maids had spilled a drink on Amanda’s dress. It did not matter in the least, but Mrs Carno was profusely apologetic to Amanda and sharply told the girl to go to the kitchen. The maid appeared terrified. She curtsied to Mrs Carno and Amanda, and said, “Yes, ma’am,” and, “Sorry, ma’am,” and hurried away. Amanda’s instinct was to hug the girl and reassure her, but the terrified maid had already fled. On their next visit to Mrs Carno there was no sign of the maid who had spilled the drink. Amanda did not ask what had become of her.

None of this mattered now, Amanda realised. The little problems and dramas of their day to day lives, their old lives, were insignificant now. The writ of proscription had changed everything.

Suddenly Amanda felt something grip her firmly by the neck and push her down, deep down in the pool. It held her there for several seconds and then released her. Struggling to the surface, she gasped and spluttered for air. Honeysuckle saw what had happened. Manuela had appeared with a new device: a long fibresteel rod terminating in horseshoe shaped prongs. She had put this over Amanda’s neck and pushed her down into the depths. Each of the girls in turn was subjected to the same treatment, two or three times. With every part of their bodies thoroughly soaked in the disinfectant they were ordered to emerge from the pool, stand on the edge and wipe the surplus chemical from their bodies. It trickled onto the sloping plascrete paving stones and into little runnels which flowed back into the pool.

Their clothes had already been removed by another slave, to be destroyed. No towels were provided. Manuela wanted them to dry in the warm air. She surveyed her charges as they stood, bare and dripping wet and shyly covering themselves with their hands. “Now you are clean,” she declared. “Almost presentable.” Manuela left the courtyard and the girls remained standing there, unsupervised, talking very quietly among themselves about what had just happened and what might happen next.

Minutes later a door opened and a man appeared and walked along the whole length of the cloistered courtyard. The girls gasped and huddled together in fright, exposed to his full gaze without a stitch of clothing between them. Amanda pushed Honeysuckle to the middle of the knot of tremulous girls but the man seemed hardly interested despite having five beautiful and completely bare young women still dripping wet from their bath standing within his sight. Was such a sight so commonplace and unremarkable in this place, Amanda wondered, that it ceased to be of interest? Or was he not a man at all, but a eunuch? Amanda knew that such creatures existed. Rich men on Akkadis, as on other worlds, used them to manage their seraglios. A large number of slave girls and concubines incarcerated together naturally required supervising, training and disciplining. Would there be eunuchs in the Rose Garden?

Then a horrible thought occurred to Amanda: if Tom were here, might he be made into a eunuch? At what age were they gelded? She had no idea.

It was at that moment that Manuela appeared again. “Come with me,” she said. “You are going to be processed.”


21: DEVICES AND DESIRES

Though often referred to as a branding iron or simply an iron, the instrument is in fact made of titanium steel, which can be heated repeatedly without distortion, leaves a more crisp, clean, precise mark, holds the heat better and conducts it more slowly, so that the handle does not become quite as hot.

Bleeny, Edmund: 101 Rules of Success in Business   (Lizard Press: Akkadis, 2688)

The five young women, still entirely bare, were taken to a large room tiled in white with several baths and showers at one end and two waist high plascrete plinths, also tiled, at the other.

Anemone and Amanda were each told to lie down on a plinth. Amanda hesitated a moment, and Manuela’s hand dropped to her goad. The gesture was not lost on the girls. They had not forgotten their obedience training. Amanda and Anemone quickly curtsied, said, “Yes, ma’am,” and each ascended a plinth and lay tensely on her back. The tiles felt cold.

A slave woman in a white tunic was waiting to begin. “I am Niobe,” she said. “The beautician.” Niobe had a badge on her tunic, on the front and back, rather like a letter V resting on a crosspiece. The girls had seen a similar badge on Manuela’s uniform. Niobe ordered Amanda to place her hands above her head and raise her buttocks. She slid a waterproof cushion under Amanda’s buttocks and told her to spread her legs wide so that her lower legs hung over the sides of the plinth. Amanda obeyed, blushing. Her hips were raised and thrust forward immodestly, but there was no alternative.

Niobe had a spatula and a large jar of cream. “Do not move. Do not touch the cream. It will sting a little, but not much, if you do exactly as I tell you,” she warned Amanda. Working quickly, Niobe spread a generous quantity of the cream on all of Amanda’s body hair, and then did the same for Ana. She pressed a timer for each woman.

At first, the cream merely felt cold. After half a minute it began to tingle and then to sting painfully. Both women gasped and wriggled, and Manuela ordered them sharply to be still. Amanda closed her eyes and concentrated on remaining still despite the discomfort. When the timer bleeped, Niobe directed a warm soothing jet of water to wash the depilatory cream from her stinging flesh. The water trickled onto the sloping floor and into a drain. Ana, too, had her cream washed away, and Niobe patted their treated skin dry with a soft cloth. Amanda felt relieved that the discomfort was over; but worse was to come.

The cream softened her skin and dissolved most of her body hair, but not all of it. Niobe picked up a pair of tweezers and began plucking out Amanda’s remaining pubic and armpit hairs. Amanda was unable to keep herself from gasping and wincing, but as long as she did not wriggle, Niobe did not seem to mind. In fact she smiled understandingly, as if thinking what a foolish fuss new slaves sometimes made. At last she was finished.

Next, Niobe picked up another jar of ointment. Amanda tensed herself, but Niobe reassured her, “This one does not sting. It is soothing.” She was right. “Do not scratch the treated skin,” warned Niobe, “it will be very soft for two days. Go back to the line now.”

Amanda went to the back of the line of waiting girls, glad to have finished the humiliating treatment. In a few moments, Ana joined her. Roxana and Jasmine, blushing intensely, ascended the two plinths. Amanda whispered something to Honey, standing beside her, but Manuela ordered her sharply to silence.

Soon the five girls were standing neatly in a line, feeling more naked than they had ever felt. Next they were led to another room, also tiled in white. A sign on the door said ‘Processing Room.’ Two sturdy wooden posts, set two paces apart, were fixed firmly in the floor and ceiling. Between them was fixed a stout wooden crosspiece at about neck height, with three broad leather straps attached to it. The only other furnishing in the room was a solidly made wooden bench or low table.

Ana was the first in line. Plainly terrified of whatever unknown indignity lay in store for her and yet even more afraid of provoking the wrath of the terrible Manuela, she very nervously stepped forward and stood where she was told, with the back of her neck against the crosspiece.

Manuela fastened the middle strap around Ana’s neck, tightly enough to hold her firmly but not to risk strangling her. Because Ana was not especially tall she had to stand very straight in order for her neck to be at the correct height. Next, Manuela attached her wrists to the straps each side of her neck.

Ana felt uncomfortable. She was standing perfectly straight with her arms raised and pushed back level with her neck. The bulge of her stomach was pushed forward and it was more obvious than ever that she was pregnant. It also had the effect of raising her breasts and thrusting them forward.

She blushed pinkly but she could have controlled her embarrassment had not a male employee of the Rose Garden suddenly appeared from the next room. The man’s name was Edgar Sutic. Until that moment only one man had ever seen Ana with no clothes on: her husband, Piers. Now, suddenly finding herself not only entirely bare but displayed in this humiliating way with her breasts thrust forward and even her body hair removed, Ana panicked. It must be a terrible mistake, she thought. Surely the man is not supposed to come into the room now! Ana squirmed and gasped in outraged horror, trying in vain to wriggle around and turn away from him.

Ana did indeed present a pretty sight. Slim, yet in the bloom of early pregnancy, her breasts were firm and just beginning to swell. She was suntanned, with long dark hair. At twenty-two she had been married for just a year. Piers was ten years her senior, a successful synthetic chemist employed by a food manufacturing company. He had recently been selected as an election candidate for the Reform Party. This baby would have been their first.

Sutic was carrying a cane, and being of considerably higher status than Manuela he had no compunction about using it. It was about a yard long, as thick as Ana’s little finger and made of stiff and inflexible rattan. “Hold still,” he said sharply and emphasised his order with three forceful strokes of the cane. Physically he was a reasonably strong man and he put some vigour into the strokes because he wanted them to have an exemplary effect both on the girl herself and on her four companions. He preferred to use the cane seldom but decisively, rather than often but ineffectually.

Each time the cane descended it made a shrill hissing sound as it cut through the air and a sharp snap as it cut into the girl’s soft flesh. The first stroke was across Ana’s breasts. If the stroke was intended to keep Ana still and quiet, it failed. She screamed and writhed all the more as she felt the wave of pain emanating from her breasts.

“You will speak when you are spoken to, or not at all,” said Sutic. He stepped behind Ana and delivered the second stroke across her buttocks. Ana was held firmly by her neck and wrists, but her buttocks and hips leaped suddenly forward as if to escape the pain, her body thrashed and twisted helplessly and her breasts bounced provocatively. She understood what was required of her.  The man wanted her to be quiet, but Ana was unable to prevent a further yelp from escaping her lips.

Sutic wanted to emphasise his words still further. He aimed his third stroke lower, across the back of Ana’s thighs, below her buttocks. Again she yelped and writhed wildly but was unable to move away or cover herself in any way. Seeing Sutic raise his arm for a fourth stroke, Ana made a superhuman effort to control herself and shook her head in urgent supplication. Her screams subsided to whimpering sobs. The other girls watched in helpless horror. Within moments three deep red stripes had appeared across Ana’s body, raised welts where the cane had found its mark.

Amanda, Honey, Jasmine and Roxie were appalled by the callous, cruel caning of their helpless and pregnant companion. Was this how they could be treated, now? Was this what it meant, to be a slave? But Sutic had achieved his purpose. No matter what indignity they were subjected to, no matter what humiliation, the five young women resolved to remain quiet and unresisting.

Sutic adjusted Ana’s wrist in the leather strap and then fitted another device. It was a type of clamp, white in colour, broad, thick and hinged on one side. He snapped it shut over her wrist and it tightened automatically, covering her wrist like a bulky, close fitting cuff. Ana was still sniffling and shaking but unable to wipe her eyes or nose. Alarmed, she turned her head to see the cuff. “Eyes straight ahead,” Sutic ordered her. Ana obeyed instantly, anxious to show that she was cooperating fully.

The cuff was connected by a cable to a keypad. Ana hoped it was not going to hurt, like the goad had hurt Roxie. Should she apologise for wriggling? But she had not been told to speak. Sutic consulted a sheet of paper, keyed in a code, pressed a button and waited.

Ana tensed, sensing that something was about to happen. The other girls watched with interest, not least because each of them supposed that they were soon to receive the same treatment. There was a buzzing sound from the cuff. For a moment, Ana felt nothing. Then she emitted a squeal of pain and shock, but remembered to control it. It was not as painful as the cane had been.

Its effects, though, would last much longer. The thing that had just been done to Ana would remain with her forever. On her wrist she now bore, indelibly marked, the six letters and digits of her slavemark.


22: THE MARK OF CAIN

Every country has the government it deserves.

Joseph de Maistre.

Sutic was not yet finished with Ana. He had another device in his hand. This time it was something which looked a little like a pistol, but much smaller. He told Ana to look down at the floor and hold her head still. He pressed the device against the back of her neck, not in the centre where her spine was, but where the tissue was soft, where there was muscle. It felt cold. He pulled the trigger. The girls heard a sharp ‘click’ sound and Ana yelped again. A tiny spot of blood appeared on her neck. Sutic passed another device over her neck, and it ‘bleeped.’

Amanda guessed what Sutic had done. Ana had been microchipped. Sutic had inserted a microchip so that anyone with a reader could access her slave number and details of ownership and personal history. She could never be stolen and never escape. None of them could ever escape, thought Amanda.

Ana was still sniffling. Sutic released her, tickled her chin, ruffled her hair and said, “It doesn’t hurt if you do as you’re told.”

Ana was grateful. The man was not angry with her. She curtsied and said, “No, sir. Thank you, sir.”

He gave her a friendly slap on the buttocks and said “Off you go, girl. Go and kneel over there.” He pointed to the other side of the room.

Ana curtsied and said, “Yes, sir. Thank you, sir,” again and went to kneel where she was told.

Roxie was next to be marked. Determined not to offer any provocation, she stood motionless between the posts while Manuela strapped her in.

Manuela remarked to Sutic, “She’s pretty, isn’t she, sir?” and Sutic agreed.

Roxie did indeed present a pretty sight, standing perfectly straight with her head raised by the strap, which looked like a collar, with her breasts thrust forward. Like the others, Roxie was entirely bare, bare even of body hair, which drew attention to her pudenda. Her eyes were wide in fear, and she was blushing pinkly, which only served to enhance the lovely sight presented to Sutic. Roxie was slavemarked and microchipped and sent to join Ana.

Then it was Jasmine’s turn. She too was slavemarked and microchipped without incident.

Next, Sutic called Honeysuckle forward. She stepped up to the posts nervously and was fastened in place like the others. Honey was a little taller than her companions and was told to stand with her feet apart so that her neck was at the correct height. It was an added humiliation which drew more attention to her smooth, bare intimacies.

Amanda watched heartbroken as her daughter was slavemarked and microchipped. The slavemark could never be removed. The dye was injected deep into the dermis, the lowest layers of skin. Honey would bear that mark forever, and never be free. Wherever she went, wherever she was taken, everyone who saw her would know instantly what she was. The dreams that Michael and Amanda had had for Honey were ended now. She could neither marry nor have a career nor even own anything. If she had children, even they would belong to her master unless he chose to free them.

After Sutic had microchipped Honey, he did not immediately release her. Instead, he stood very close to her, and squeezed first her breasts and then one of her nipples. Her face was red with shame but she dared say nothing. Then Sutic put his hand down and stroked her inner thigh. She whimpered, but dared not protest or move. Helpless to intervene, Amanda closed her eyes, unwilling to watch her daughter’s mortification. Sutic put his fingers in Honey’s mouth. “Lick them,” he said. His fingers tasted sour and unwashed.

He gently but firmly pinched Honey’s labia and then inserted a moist finger, sliding it slowly forward and back. Her legs were still wide apart. She dared not move or resist, but she whispered a single word, “Please…” imploring him to show her some mercy.

He looked into her eyes. “You’re going to have to get used to a lot worse than this,” he said. “Where you’re going, you’ll be getting it all day. A pretty little thing like you, you’ll be very popular.” He grinned.

Sutic released Honey and she hurried to join the others. She could not help herself from shaking and crying. What could he possibly mean? Where was she going? Why would she be popular? What would she be getting all day? She had questions, but there were no answers.

Finally it was Amanda’s turn. Tall like Honeysuckle, she too had to stand with her feet apart while she was tied, marked, microchipped and fondled. For Amanda, the shame had been doubled. As well as enduring her own humiliation she had been forced to witness Honey’s.

More than anything else, Amanda wanted to talk to Honey, hug her and reassure her. She would have liked to hug Ana too, but none of them were permitted to communicate. They knelt as they had been told, in silence, in a line with their knees together, their backs straight and their palms resting on their thighs.

In front of them was a very stout, very solidly made wooden bench, about waist high, with various attachments. Once again Ana was at the front of the queue. This time she was determined not to draw attention to herself. When Sutic called her forward, she stood, curtsied politely and said “Yes, Sir,” climbed onto the bench and lay on her back. Manuela, armed now with only a pad and stylus, was assisting Sutic.

Sutic was not a doctor, but he had the minimal knowledge of medicine required for processing slaves for sale. He began by administering several stinging injections. Ana gritted her teeth and stared straight upward, trying not to move. She had no idea what the injections were for.

There was a raised section in the middle of the bench, so that as Ana was lying on her back her hips were raised and her smooth mound was thrust upwards. The four other girls averted their eyes, but neither Sutic nor Manuela had any regard for Ana’s modesty. On each side of the bench was a stout upright post with a stirrup attached. Ana was told to raise her ankles and rest them in the stirrups so that her knees were bent.

With Ana in this humiliating position, Sutic was able to examine her thoroughly. He pressed, prodded and squeezed her breasts and stomach. He squeezed some gel onto his fingers and examined Ana internally. Close to tears, she could not help but wince when he inserted his fingers inside her vagina. “Gravid. About three months,” he announced. Manuela noted down his findings.

Amanda knew that “gravid” was how farmers described their animals if they were pregnant. Sutic inserted a probe into Ana’s anus, vagina, and mouth in turn, and read the results on a screen. “Offspring female,” he said. “No abnormalities, no diseases.”

Ana was sent back to kneel with the others, shaking, blushing, but relieved. She had survived the examination without provoking Sutic’s anger.

Next it was Roxie’s turn. Nervously she ascended the table and put her feet in the stirrups. Sutic performed the same tests and procedures. When he inserted his fingers she winced and could not suppress a slight twitch. “Hold still,” he ordered. Roxie clenched her teeth and concentrated on keeping still. “Virgin,” announced Sutic. “You’re going to make someone a solidus or two,” he said to Roxie, ruffling her hair. Roxie did not understand his remark; she was simply relieved that Sutic was pleased with her.

Next, Jasmine suffered the same procedures. When Sutic performed the internal examination the pretty brunette gasped and bit her lip but managed to remain still. Sutic’s verdict was a single word: “Covered.” Jasmine blushed hotly, realising that he meant ‘not a virgin.’ Of course she was not a virgin, Jasmine thought. She was married. She was not supposed to be a virgin. She was a faithful wife, though. Should she point this out? Would it affect her future? But she dared not appear to question Sutic’s decision, and remained silent. When Sutic was finished, Jasmine descended from the bench, curtsied and thanked him and returned to the line.

Amanda took Jasmine’s place. Sutic read out her slave number and began his examination. Amanda soon realised why the girls had all winced and gasped when he examined them. It was painful as well as humiliating. “Covered,” said Sutic. “She’s in good shape despite her years. This one is the dam of, let me see,” (he glanced at a sheet) “WXP 318 (female) and WXP 321 (male). To be sold either separately, or as a single lot.”

A wave of the purest joy washed over Amanda. The two numbers he had read out must mean Honey and Tom. Tom was alive! They might be sold as a single lot. That meant they might all be kept together as a family. Some slave owners would surely be kind people.

Sutic had finished his internal examination. “You enjoyed that, didn’t you,” he remarked. Amanda blushed, mortified. He had misunderstood her smile. “Don’t be shy. You might as well enjoy it, where you’re going.”

They had not yet been sold, yet Sutic seemed to know where they were going. Amanda was confused but she dared not ask him to explain. Sutic completed the inspection and gave Amanda a slap on her buttocks and dismissed her. She curtsied and thanked him, enduring the humiliating treatment because she had no option.

Finally it was Honey’s turn. She was confused. She winced and whimpered as he conducted the painful vaginal examination. “Virgin,” he concluded. “Someone going to enjoy breaking you in,” he added to Honey. “Go and wait with the others.”

“Tell Pixie to put two irons in the fire,” said Sutic to Manuela. “I’ll be down there after tea.”

“Yes, sir,” said Manuela. She led the girls, still bare, down another corridor and a flight of stairs to what seemed to be an older part of the building. Occasionally they saw or heard other slaves and staff in the building.

They were told to kneel and wait in a small anteroom. When Manuela left, Honey dared to whisper what they were all wondering. Irons in the fire? Did that mean what it sounded as if it meant, what they all feared? They waited for perhaps an hour in some discomfort, especially Ana. Mr Sutic was having his tea. They could be kept waiting now. Their time was no longer their own.


23: MORE HEAT THAN LIGHT

When a slave is marked, she does not hear her own screams. So intense is the pain when the brand is pressed into her flesh that it drives out all other sensation. She is altered forever, in mind as well as body.

Bleeny, Edmund: 101 Rules for Success in Business (Lizard Press: Akkadis, 2688)

Eventually, Sutic appeared and summoned Ana and Honey into the next room. It, too, was tiled in white. They noticed how warm it was. It was unfurnished save for two stout benches similar to the ones in the processing room, but a little lower and without the posts or the stirrups.

Kneeling on the floor of the room was a slave, a very attractive girl, entirely bare, slim, with a tanned complexion and long dark hair which was plaited into a long tail which hung down behind her back almost to her waist. Her breasts were small, but firm. Her skin was toned, as if by regular exercise. She was glistening with sweat and furiously pumping a pair of bellows which was connected via an air pipe to a small furnace built into the wall of the room. She dared not pause from her labours even to wipe away the sweat which threatened to trickle into her eyes. Occasionally she glanced anxiously at Sutic as if afraid to miss any instructions he might issue.

The girl’s name was Pixie. She had been christened Priscilla, a fact which was of the utmost irrelevance to Mr Bleeny and his staff. She had been born on Coromandel, like Kyra, but from a more well to do family.

Pixie was eighteen when her parents had decided to take a family holiday to the resort world of Rosinante, two hundred light years distant. Rosinante was unusual among the inhabited worlds of the Empire in that it was, despite its size, a moon rather than a true planet. It orbited a J-type world, a gas giant named Purpurea which had a total of thirty-two moons of various sizes. Purpurea’s sun was hotter and brighter than the suns of most inhabited worlds and Rosinante was also massive enough to retain a thick atmosphere, so that despite its distance from its sun it was comfortably warm, especially in its tropical lowlands. It was famous for its golden beaches, its breathtaking scenery and forests, its remarkable alien wildlife on land and sea and its spectacular night skies. It was an expensive holiday, but it was to be the trip of a lifetime.

The family had just spent a day visiting the Great Escarpment, where a huge river plunged almost a mile over jagged cliffs into a lake far below, surrounded by thick forest where lumbering behemoths similar to the dinosaurs of prehistoric Old Earth could be seen crashing through the trees. Pixie had never been so excited in her life.

That evening at dinner in their hotel, Pixie’s father announced that he had arranged for them to take an excursion off planet: a cruise to see Purpurea. They would be able to see its swirling purple and yellow bands and its great white spot up close, as well as several of the other moons. One of those moons had active volcanoes which shot plumes of ice crystals out into space, which they would be able to see. The whole trip would take five days. Pixie’s father had been able to arrange the trip privately, saving a considerable sum compared to the prices charged by the hotel.

They boarded a shuttle at a private spaceport which was no more than a field and some huts, miles from the city. The shuttle seemed very small: much smaller than the shuttles Pixie had seen before. It carried them up to the little cruise vessel called the Princess of Rosinante.  They appeared to be the first passengers aboard. Pixie was a little surprised at the appearance of the vessel. It was rather scruffy, unlike the passenger vessels and hotels they had stayed in until now, but she supposed that would not matter. Her parents had saved for years for this trip and it made sense to economise on unimportant things.

But Pixie never saw Purpurea, its glorious bands of purple and gold, or its moons. She never returned to Rosinante and she never learned what happened to her parents. The first time she stepped out of her cabin alone she was grabbed from behind, bundled along a corridor, pushed into a tiny carbonite crate and locked in. It was dark inside. At first she screamed, but no one came.

Later, perhaps as much as two days later, someone did come. It was the captain of the Princess, a stocky, balding, horrible creature who took her to Akkadis. The voyage was a nightmare: a hundred days of hell. First the captain and then all of the crew used Pixie as a communal pleasure slave whenever they were off duty. Pixie saw no other passengers. The ship was carrying a cargo but the crew were careful never to discuss its contents in her presence.

Pixie spoke Cormic, but very little Inglic. She was intelligent, but did not have Kyra’s exceptional flair for languages. On her arrival at the Rose Garden, Mr Bleeny decided that she should not be sold immediately. A better price would be obtained if she had learnt at least the rudiments of Inglic. Consequently Pixie was put to work pumping bellows or performing other menial tasks by day, and by night was a popular source of entertainment for the male staff. She had now been at the Rose Garden for almost a year and her Inglic had improved considerably. Soon, Pixie imagined, Mr Bleeny would sell her. The prospect filled her with dread and she tried not to think about the future.

Honey and Ana could hear the roar of the flames. The tiny door of the furnace was open, and what appeared to be two metal handles protruded from it. Manuela strapped Ana onto a bench first, beginning with her neck, and then her wrists which were fastened over her head, and then a wide strap which was taken around her waist and tightened firmly. Her ankles and even her thighs were strapped down, and all of the straps were fastened tightly except for the one around her neck. A raised block under her buttocks thrust her hips upwards. She could turn her head, but make no other movements. The straps were wide, thick and strong. Manuela pushed a large piece of rag into her mouth, and fixed it with a wide strip of adhesive tape.

Honey was similarly fastened to the other bench, and gagged.

“Are the irons ready?” asked Sutic.

“Yes, sir,” replied Manuela. Pixie neither spoke nor paused from her heavy labour.

Sutic, Honey now saw, had put on thick leather gauntlets which came almost to his elbows. Craning her head, she saw him walk over to the furnace and pick up one of the metal handles. The handle was too hot for him to touch without the gloves. The handle was a shiny grey, but the end which had been in the furnace was an intensely bright, glowing red. He stepped over to Ana and held the red hot iron a few inches above her. The spot he had selected was on her pelvis, a little to the right of her mons.

Ana understood what would happen next. She was making urgent plaintive whimpering sounds, muffled by the gag. Wide eyed, scarcely able to believe the horror of what was about to happen, she was frantically shaking her head and pleading. With a very steady hand, Sutic pressed the iron into the girl’s yielding flesh.

Ana threw back her head. Wildly, madly, uncontrollably and surprisingly loudly despite her gag, she began to scream.

The practice of marking a slave with a brand was an ancient one, older even than the slavemark on the wrist. It dated back at least as far as the Nizamis and some said its origins were older still.

Despite the use of the slavemark on the bearer’s wrist and the microchip in her neck, the brand was still used, perhaps because of its permanence or perhaps because of its psychological value. A girl who has been branded will never forget that she is owned. She views herself differently, just as any man or indeed woman who sees the brand will view her differently. It helps her to adjust to her new status. It was also an ancient tradition which on Akkadis and many other worlds had the force of law. There had never been any concerted pressure for the law to be changed. It was not considered shocking or unusual. Those who had the most reason to object to the practice were by definition unable to influence the political systems in which they lived. Neither emperors nor oligarchs nor kzams governed their dominions for the convenience of slaves.

A further reason for marking new slaves with the iron on Akkadis and certain other worlds was to indicate that her registration tax or duty had been paid. On Akkadis this was a one off payment demanded by the Oligarchy when the slave was first sold. If she was subsequently resold, no further dues were demanded. The authorities operated a liberal tax regime and did not wish to appear greedy.

The usual position of the brand on Akkadis and many other worlds was very low on the slave girl’s waist, just below her hips and to the right of the centre. The mark which now adorned Ana was in precisely that spot. Burnt into the deepest layers of skin, it would never disappear. In time it would become a smooth, white mark which would forever proclaim Ana as a slave and a Rose Garden girl.

The standard brand on Akkadis was an archaic form of the letter A, which was like an upside down V but with a crosspiece resting on top of its apex, rather like a plank resting on a pointed roof. The two sloping arms formed an angle of ninety degrees where they met.  The horizontal crosspiece itself was an inch long and a quarter of an inch wide. The sloping arms were wedge shaped. They were an inch long and a quarter of an inch wide at the base of the letter, narrowing to a point where they met the crosspiece.

The precise origins of this mark had long been forgotten. Perhaps ‘A’ meant Akkadis. The mark was also said to resemble an instrument of slave discipline known as a flogging stool.

But the Rose Garden was for historical reasons permitted a unique privilege. It inverted the usual slavemark so that it resembled the letter V resting on a short crossbar. This was said to represent the word Victory, and it was called the Victory mark. The Victory mark had been used by the Rose Garden ever since Edmund Bleeny had first used it to mark the slaves he had sold after the Akkadisi victory in the Luxor War.

Akkadis had won its independence in a bitterly fought war against the nearby world of Luxor, three centuries earlier. After its final victory, those who had sided with the enemy and those of Luxorian descent who had not already fled Akkadis, together with their families, were reduced to slavery. Edmund Bleeny had won a government contract to sell these slaves to the public, and in so doing he made his fortune. In those days his business had been known as the Victory Market, and he used the Victory mark to mark his slaves.

A peculiar feature of the old Victory Market was that a slave who was due to be branded there was not strapped to a bench as Ana and Honey had been. Instead, she was stripped and fastened upright, with her wrists and ankles stretched wide apart, onto a large wooden wheel about seven feet in diameter, which was attached to the wall of the courtyard. Additional straps were fastened tightly around her waist and each thigh to prevent any movement of her hips. The wheel was then rotated one hundred and eighty degrees so that the girl was upside down. Then the iron was applied to her. Members of the public would crowd into the courtyard to watch. The branding and subsequent auction of slaves at that time had a celebratory, almost carnival atmosphere. It must be remembered that feelings were running high at the end of the Luxor War, and those who had supported the Luxorian occupation were considered traitors. It was also an excellent advertisement for Mr Bleeny’s business. Many of the girls marked in this way were destined for the pleasure houses of Akkad City, and their owners also benefited from the publicity.

It was this tradition of inverting the slave before marking her, which was said to be another reason why the Victory mark was in fact an inverted form of the original Akkadis mark. When the Oligarchy observed how wealthy Bleeny and others of his profession had become, it stepped in to tax and regulate the trade. The Victory Market was allowed to retain its original mark, while other slave dealers were obliged to use the antiquated letter A.

When the market was moved to the building called the Rose Garden the wheel was no longer used, but ten generations later Igor Bleeny still proudly used the Victory mark on the Rose Garden slaves. The slaves also wore it as a badge on their uniforms and it was carved in stone above the building’s imposing entrance. A flag bearing a white Victory mark on a blue field flew over the outer courtyard. This courtyard was also adorned with a number of rose bushes, a reminder of the days when the present site of the slave market really had been a rose garden in the grounds of a large house nearby which had long since disappeared.

But Ana shared neither Bleeny’s pride in the Victory mark nor his belief that the brand was helpful to a new slave. She was screaming her lungs out on a branding bench, with the Victory mark burned into her flesh.

Honeysuckle, just able to turn her head, watched in dismay. For the briefest of instants she heard the sound the brand made as it sank into Ana’s flesh. It was a sizzling sound, like a hot coal being dropped into water. A wisp of smoke rose from the wound, and in a moment Honey smelled it. It smelt like roasting meat. It would have been a pleasant smell had not Honey known that it was Ana’s burning flesh.

Sutic held the iron in place for what to Ana seemed an age, but was in fact less than two seconds. Then he sharply withdrew the iron. Ana did not stop screaming. Sutic did not seem to mind though, and Pixie, who was now momentarily excused from her duties pumping the bellows, slowly poured a large jug of cold water over the new mark. Eventually the screams subsided into blubbering, wailing sobs.

Pixie poured on another jug of water. It flowed into a drain in the floor. The water was not merely for Ana’s comfort. It served a practical purpose too. A brand which has been rapidly cooled will form a crisper, sharper mark when it has healed, with no blurring at the edges.

Sutic replaced the iron in the furnace. To her dismay Honey saw that a second iron was already in the fire.

“I expect you want to get it over with,” said Sutic to Honey. “Don’t worry. It’s not sore for long.”

There is very little purpose in telling a young woman who is fastened to a branding bench and awaiting the iron, not to worry. Honey did worry. She was also aware that nothing she could have said, even supposing she had not been gagged, would have altered what was about to happen. Nevertheless it was impossible for her not to try to scream, “Please, no, please no, please, no,” as Sutic replaced the used iron in the furnace and took at out a new, hot one. Muffled by the gag, her words were audible only as desperate, urgent squeals. Honey knew that the touch of the iron, glowing red, would be quite utterly, unbearably painful.

Then Sutic branded her, and Honey’s worst fears were proved true.

In the next room, Amanda, Roxana and Jasmine knelt and waited, white with fear. None of them were unintelligent and they had guessed what was must be happening. On hearing the second series of screams begin, Amanda knew it was Honey and she let out a gasp, but there was nothing she could do. The sounds continued for several minutes before the door opened.

Amanda, Jasmine and Roxie tensed, wondering which of them would be called in next. Despite their consternation they remembered to kneel as they had been told. Manuela gestured to Amanda and Jasmine to enter the furnace room. They were strapped in place. Roxie was left to anticipate her fate a little longer.

Pixie was kneeling on the floor, silently but furiously working the bellows as the sweat coursed down her naked body.

Sutic tested the straps to make sure Amanda and Jasmine were both firmly held. Then the girls’ worst fears were confirmed as Sutic removed a brand, glowing red, from the furnace and stepped over to Jasmine. She would be first.

Overcome by fear, Jasmine wet herself. The urine trickled onto the floor but Sutic appeared neither surprised nor annoyed. He pressed the iron firmly into place, and the screams began again. All thought of her lost family, her own future, her fear and her humiliation were driven in that instant from Jasmine’s mind. There was only pain. Later she became aware of the screaming, and then realised it was her own, but the screaming did not stop. The cold water helped very little. Eventually her screams became sobs and she became aware of Amanda also screaming. Manuela sprayed on something cold and soothing and then applied a generous quantity of a thick ointment and an adhesive patch.

A minute later, a terrified Roxana Keswick, bare, wide eyed and white with fear, was led into the furnace room alone.

Downstairs in a small room, Amanda, Honey, Jasmine and Ana were allowed to speak freely for the first time. They were still bare except for the patches which covered their brands. They had been told not to touch the patches. They hugged each other, exchanged their stories and cried. They cried in pain and in delayed shock, and they cried in relief because the worst of the pain was over. They cried for their families, their freedom and their futures. Roxie joined them after a while and they hugged her and the crying began anew. Manuela left them to cry. It was a process that had to run its course, a phase in their process of accepting and adapting to their new reality.

A slave they did not recognise brought them each a large carbonite bowl of grey cylindrical pellets to which she added some warm grey water. She called the pellets ‘roast beef and vegetables,’ and the grey water, ‘gravy’. It did not have any identifiable taste or smell but the girls all tried to eat it, partly because none of them had eaten since they had arrived at the Rose Garden but mainly because Manuela had ordered them all to finish their bowls. Ana was given a second bowl, and ordered to finish that, too. The pellets came from a large bag labelled ‘The Laughing Pig,’ with a portrait of an appropriately joyful porcine face above the words, ‘Akkadis Agrisupplies, the Farmer’s Friend. Cheap and healthy, for all your animal feed requirements.’ The illustration was of a terrestrial pig, common in the lowlands of Akkadis, rather than the Akkadisi plateau pig or a Nenuphari river pig or any other genetically engineered species.

The ‘gravy’, though, contained vitamin supplements for human use. The Rose Garden prided itself on the health of its girls.

Much of the food on Akkadis, as on many worlds, was manufactured in chemical factories. Despite centuries of geoengineering the soil was thin and poor, not yet adapted to raising plants or animals which had evolved on Old Earth, or even genetically modified versions of them. The process of transforming the planet for human use would be the work of millennia rather than mere centuries.

Manuela also gave each of the girls a measure of thick, foul tasting liquid. It would dull their pain and help them sleep, she said. They thanked her politely. “Your processing is now complete,” said Manuela. “You may rest until tomorrow. Tomorrow will be a busy day for you, but not a painful one like today.”

Manuela paused, and then added, not unkindly, “Let me give you some advice. You are slavemarked and branded. You can never be free again. Forget your old lives, now. They are gone forever. You would bring shame to your relatives if they knew you were still alive. You might have been killed at Diskobolus. Instead you have been given a second chance. Accept it. Adapt to it. You will not have a third chance.”

They lay on the hard plascrete floor. Amanda wondered whether Nessie had been microchipped and marked and branded and fondled here, like them. Had she lain on this floor with her brand still burning with pain? But her tiredness and the medicine overcame her pain and racing emotions, and she drifted into a lengthy sleep.


24: SUPPLY AND DEMAND

Akkad: The capital city of Akkadis (qv) is believed to have been founded as a village in the 2400s. Though never subject to any deliberate process of planning, the conurbation now has a population in excess of fifty million, resulting in severe traffic congestion in the central districts….

New Galactic Encyclopaedia (Infopress: Nenuphar)

They were going to be sold that day.

It took a moment for the horror of the words to sink in. Amanda, Honey, Roxana, Ana and Jasmine had been woken, fed and told the shocking news. Several buyers would come and inspect them. They should deport themselves gracefully, smile at the buyers and be charming, obedient and eager to please. Any girl not bought would be returned to Diskobolus. They did not need to be told what that would mean. What Manuela had said was true. They would not be given another chance.

Niobe ordered them all into a large bath together. She allowed them a lengthy soak to remove the chemical smell of the dip tank. Shampoo, conditioner, moisturiser, lotions, cosmetics, powders and perfumes were all applied to them. Niobe and her assistant were experts and not since her wedding had Amanda had such a thorough beauty treatment. This was routine for all the girls who passed through the Rose Garden. The buyers who examined them today would be experienced professionals, not as susceptible as the general public to the influence of perfume or cosmetics. Nevertheless they all received the full treatment.

Each girl had her hair beautifully arranged in the style usual for slave girls, with a simple tail hanging down on each side of her head. These were known as kittentails, and they all considered them a humiliating badge of servitude. In the case of Amanda and Honey, Niobe had emphasised their similarity of appearance. That was a blessing, Amanda realised. It gave them a better chance of being kept together. Their hair was tied with ribbons: white for Roxie and Honey, proclaiming their virginity, and pale blue for the others. These were the Rose Garden colours.

Niobe checked their brands. They still stung, but they were clean and would heal. She applied soothing ointment but did not replace the patches.

They were given short silk robes to wear, white for Honey and Roxie and a pale electric blue for the others. They donned them gratefully. The robes opened at the front and wrapped shut, but did not fasten properly. They were held shut only by a silk cord and could be opened or closed in a moment. They were given no underwear.

They looked in the full length mirrors of the preparation room. Amanda was immediately struck by how pretty they all looked. Honey looked absolutely lovely. Is that a good thing? she wondered. Will it get Honey a better master? That is what matters now. She had been branded scarcely twelve hours but already Amanda was thinking like a slave, she realised.

Neither Amanda nor any of the girls yet knew that the buyers today would all be the owners of pleasure houses in Akkad City, or their employees or agents. She was still hoping desperately to be bought for domestic service. She, Honey and Tom could be a cook, maid and gardener for a well-to-do family. It would be humiliating, a terrible step down, but at least they would be together and perhaps one day there might be a chance to regain their freedom somehow. It would be awful if they were bought by someone they had known socially in their old lives. That would be unendurable. Or suppose their master or mistress had guests visiting, people she had known before. She tried to imagine serving at a dinner party where the guests were people who knew her, who had once been her social equals, and she had to curtsey and call them ‘Sir’ or ‘Ma’am.’ It would be mortifying. But far, far worse would be if they were bought by a man, a horrible man like Mr Sutic, and he wanted to take advantage of Honey. That thought made Amanda feel sick with fear. It was even theoretically possible that they might be bought by an Atkoi. That outcome was repulsive but unlikely. Slaves were expensive, a luxury few Atkoi could afford. Besides, both Amanda and her daughter had a choice, of sorts. They could simply refuse to entertain an Atkoi, if ordered to do so. It would mean punishment and quite possibly death, but it would be better to die honourably than to live like that. Amanda would choose death, she decided. So too would her daughter, she thought. Honeysuckle had been brought up with decent values and self-respect.

The silk gowns came down only to their thighs. They were all horrified to think that strangers, especially men, would see them dressed like that. The silky material clung to them and the cords were pulled tight to accentuate their slim waists. Amanda wondered if people would think they had chosen to dress like that. She hoped not.

Then Mr Bleeny appeared. He examined each of them, insisting they open their robes to allow him to prod and squeeze each of them to assess their value and to make sure they were looking their best. There was no help for it. They cooperated. Satisfied, Bleeny sent them to a small ante-room adjacent to the salon where they would be sold. Sold! The word filled them with dismay.

An hour later, they heard voices. The first buyer had arrived. They were led into the salon. It was a luxuriously decorated room, but not cluttered. There were thick carpets, comfortable seats with embroidered cushions and fine curtains. Bleeny understood the importance of displaying his wares in a sumptuous setting. They were quality goods. Bleeny himself was wearing more formal clothes now and he was speaking to a man they had not seen before. He must be a potential buyer, they realised. Amanda, usually confident, was so frightened she could hardly speak. These men held her future in their hands.

Over the next four hours, five different clients inspected the girls, four men and one woman. The clients all examined them physically. They understood now why their dresses had to be so easily unfastened and why they had been given nothing to wear underneath. The clients all expected to check the shape of their bodies and the firmness of their breasts and the feel of their skin. Several of them examined Honey and Roxie to verify that they were indeed virgins. Helpless to intervene, Amanda felt Honey’s humiliation as her own. The girls were required to walk gracefully around the room and politely answer the clients’ questions, full of smiles. Bleeny would sit with each client in the comfortable chairs discussing the girls, their features, measurements, age, weight and value, whilst the girls served them mint tea or knelt in easy view of the client, pressing their knees firmly together in an effort to maintain at least a shred of decorum. Some of the clients took notes.

With mounting dismay Amanda realised that the clients did not appear to want to buy them for domestic service. When she saw the female purchaser, Amanda hoped desperately that the lady might be interested in her and Honey, but she seemed as brusque and businesslike as all the other potential buyers.

From time to time the girls were sent to wait in the anteroom, either so that Bleeny and a client could discuss business in private, or while they were waiting for the next appointment. During one of these intervals they heard the men talking. Then Manuela came into the anteroom. She too was dressed more smartly now that she had to meet clients. She looked directly at Honey. “Come with me,” she said. With her heart beating so fiercely she was afraid she might faint, Honeysuckle was led back into the salon.

She had been gone for several minutes before Amanda realised that she could no longer hear the men talking. With mounting dismay, Amanda realised what must have happened. The man had bought her daughter. She must have been taken out of the salon by the other door. She had been sold like an animal to a stranger, a man who had not seemed very nice at all and who could now use and abuse her as he willed. In all probability Amanda would never see her daughter again. And since she was separated from Honey it seemed likely the same would happen with Tom.

Her worst fears were confirmed when the next client arrived. They had been told that he would be the last. The four remaining girls were paraded before him, but there was no sign of Honeysuckle. This time the client remarked that Roxie was too expensive. He was not planning to spend that much. He examined Jasmine, Ana and Amanda. The three unfortunate young women did their best to smile and seem agreeable, but Amanda was finding it very difficult.

Ana, like Amanda, came from a privileged background, but nothing mattered now except survival. She must not be sent back to Diskobolus.  Bravely, as the client squeezed her breast and pressed her stomach, she tried her best to smile. “You’ll get two for the price of one, if you buy me, sir,” she said. The buyer smiled. Ana’s spirits soared. The man liked her.

But then he turned to examine Jasmine, squeezing her breast, and lifting her chin to look carefully at her face. Summoning every ounce of courage she possessed, Jasmine smiled and looked him in the eyes and said, “I think I would like to belong to you, sir.” After the client had examined Amanda too, it was Jasmine he made an offer on.

He offered seven thousand solidi. That was below the asking price, but Bleeny would have accepted it if he had to. It was a fair offer. Nevertheless he did not want to appear to agree too easily. They haggled for a while before agreeing on a figure of seven thousand, two hundred and fifty. Terrified, Jasmine was led away and the remaining girls were sent back to the anteroom.

Manuela told them to remove their silk robes. “You won’t need them now,” she said ominously. She led them down a corridor to a tiny room, a cell really, and locked them inside. Sunk in black despair, they were left there to speculate about their fates. They knew in their hearts that the other prisoners at Diskobolus, those who had been arrested with them, must by now be dead. Since they had not been sold, Amanda feared she would be returned to Diskobolus to face the same end. At least Honey would have a chance to survive. As for Tom, she would never know.

It was several hours before Manuela returned. “You have been sold,” she said brusquely. “Put these on.” She seemed irritable and none of them dared to ask her for any details. She threw a bundle of clothes on the floor, consisting of a short pinafore dress for each of them, and some underwear. The dresses were pale blue, with the Victory mark on the front and back, and they came down to their thighs. They had adjustable straps so that one size fitted all the girls. They smelled of the chemical in the dip tank. They had been used many times before and washed in the same fluid so that the fabric seemed rather stiff with the chemical residue. Manuela briskly fastened the girls’ hands behind their backs and they were gagged and hooded just as they had been when they arrived. She stuck a label on each dress with something written on it.

Beneath the hood Amanda could see nothing, but she heard Sutic’s voice. “Deliver this lot first. Take this one to Squeals and the others to the Maidens of Nenuphar. Here are the papers.” (There was a rustle of documents.) “Then get back here prompt. You’ve got to go to Lone Pine Field. There’s a big shipment come in from offworld. The Old Man wants you to collect them.”

There was a grunt of assent and they were prodded towards the door. Amanda tried to make sense of what was going on. Squeals? Maidens of Nenuphar? What did these names mean? And would she ever learn what had become of Honey and Tom?

What Amanda did not realise was that during the sale several of Bleeny’s clients had made bids on the girls or expressed some interest in them. It had taken Bleeny some time to contact the buyers and agree their final prices. Two purchasers in particular had been interested in buying new stock. One was Squeals of Delight, a flogging house in the sordid Spaceport Road district, which had bought Jasmine. The other was the Akkadis Leisure Group, one of the bigger players in the industry. It owned six well established pleasure houses and had just opened a seventh called the Maidens of Petwen and transferred a number of girls to the new establishment, and therefore required replacements to restock its older branches.

Amanda, Roxie and Ana had all been bought by Akkadis Leisure and were to be delivered to the Maidens of Nenuphar, where they would begin service as pleasure slaves. Honey had been bought by the same purchaser and already delivered. The buyer from Akkadis Leisure was a man named Mr Iratos, who was also the manager of a slave breeding farm belonging to the same company. He had agreed to pay ten thousand solidi for Honey and a further eighteen thousand for Amanda, Ana and Roxie together.

It took several hours for the vehicle to make the trip to Squeals of Delight.

Amanda heard the doors open. Jasmine was bundled out to begin her new life at ‘Squeals,’ as the establishment was known. In the darkness beneath their hoods the remaining three girls heard a voice say, “Mind if I have a look at the others?” Evidently the driver did not mind, because he pulled off their hoods.

Amanda, Roxy and Ana blinked, wide eyed, at the scene which confronted them. It was evening. The vehicle was in front of an imposing building with a large arched entrance and an impressive façade with domed towers. It was brightly lit with a formal garden in front containing a large illuminated fountain. They could hear music coming from the building. Already landcabs were arriving, bringing customers for an evening's entertainment. A pink illuminated sign over the entrance proclaimed, ‘Squeals of Delight,’ and underneath it, a motto: ‘We squeal. You delight.’

Roxana read the slogan. The grammar was rather questionable, she thought. They were using a noun as a verb. Beneath the motto was an illuminated representation of a pretty dancing girl, scantily clad in pink, which slowly gyrated as Roxie watched it.

The employee of Squeals of Delight who had taken charge of Jasmine, looked at the girls and nodded appreciatively. “You’re taking these to the Maidens of Nenuphar?” he asked. “You’ve got some useful looking fillies there. The lads should like them,” he said. He noticed the white ribbons in Honey’s and Roxie’s hair and added, “Those two won’t be ‘maidens’ for very long.” He chuckled as he led Jasmine away.  He felt justified in laughing at his own joke. It was both clever and spontaneous. It was seldom he thought of such a witty remark in sufficient time to say it.

Amanda was glad now, that someone else must have bought Honey. Perhaps he would be a nice man. Amanda, Ana and Roxie were no longer in any doubt about the sort of place they were going to.


25: GOING, GOING, GONE

Everything in Rome has its price.

Juvenal (Satires, 3)

“Lot Fifteen is Aimee, nineteen years of age, covered, new to the brand, a pretty blonde Imperial.” Aimee could feel her heart thumping with terror as she was led onto the platform.

The sales room at the Rose Garden was the main room opening off the enclosed courtyard at the front of the building. It was shaped like a small amphitheatre, with five rows of seats, steeply tiered, surrounding the sales platform on three sides.

The platform itself was small, about ten feet square. The floor and seats were built of plascrete, like giant steps, and several flights of smaller steps provided access. Cushions were provided for the comfort of the buyers. It was built to last, and it had already lasted for centuries, and it was as useful and practical now as the day it had been built. The very structure of the building proclaimed, ‘The Rose Garden has been here for centuries and it is here to stay. Our reputation is your guarantee.’

The platform was lit brightly from above, and none of the spectators were too far from Aimee to see her features and appreciate her beauty. The five rows of seats were crowded with perhaps several hundred spectators, all looking down at her from their tiered heights. They loomed over her and made her feel surrounded and exposed, which indeed she was.

Like all girls auctioned at the Rose Garden, Aimee wore only a small white bolero top and a very skimpy white skirt. Her top was too small to close at the front, and in any case did not have any fastener, so that Aimee had to take care in case any sudden movement exposed her breasts to public view. It was also short, so that her stomach and midriff were bare. As to the skirt, it barely deserved to be called by that appellation. It was hardly ten inches long and it was composed of two separate rectangles of fabric, one at the front and one at the back, leaving her thighs exposed to public view. Mortified, Aimee realised that it must be immediately apparent that beneath the costume she was entirely bare. The Victory mark was embroidered prominently on the top and the skirt, back and front. Aimee did not know whether this was the badge of the auction house or the whole planet or of its slaves in general. They had been told very little.

But the costume displayed Aimee beautifully. She had a shapely figure, with a slim waist and smooth, flat stomach, small but firm breasts and long, smooth, slender legs. Her face was very pretty and her hair was long, a pale blonde and slightly curly. All of this was presented to perfection by the skimpy costume.

Three days ago Aimee Pembroke and the other girls from the Evening Star had been brought to the Rose Garden. They had been processed and prepared for sale. Their ear tags had been removed with a special tool. Low on her pelvis, barely covered by her skirt, Aimee now wore the Victory mark burned indelibly into her flesh. Most of the other girls had been similarly branded.

Aimee heard the murmur of conversations among the crowd. They were talking about her, she knew; discussing her looks, her barely concealed body and the fact that she had been ‘covered’, as though she were an animal. She could just hear snatches of conversation. “… really ought to get one or two Imperials, I suppose…” said someone. Another voice in the front row said, “Number Fifteen. Yes, she could be a possible.”

Aimee was unable to hear any more of the conversations. The auctioneer had a microphone, and his voice drowned out the other chatter. “The daughter of an electrical engineer,” he said, “polite, educated, she’ll put a spark into your love life. Or your business,” he added. There was a murmur of polite amusement from the audience. The auctioneer liked to keep them in a good mood. Bleeny approved, too. The auctioneer was well paid, but worth every solidus.

“Do I hear six thousand solidi?” he continued. “I hear six thousand, six thousand five hundred. Seven thousand. Seven thousand five hundred. Seven thousand five hundred, do I hear eight thousand? Eight thousand! A bid of eight thousand, thank you, sir, do I hear eight thousand five hundred? Yes! Eight thousand, five hundred solidi. Do I hear nine thousand? Nine thousand solidi for this delightful filly? No? Eight thousand, seven hundred and fifty, then. Or lose your chance forever. And what man would not want to own such a lovely creature. Very well then, going for eight thousand five hundred solidi. I say again, going for eight thousand five hundred … gone! To Akkadis Leisure. Lot Sixteen please.”

It had taken less than five minutes. Aimee had seen the gestures of the buyers as they made their bids. The serious bidders seemed to be in the front two rows, immediately in front of the auctioneer. When the price reached seven thousand, suddenly all except one or two stopped bidding. She tried to see who it was who had bought her, who now owned her, if only to see if he looked kind, but she could not tell who it was. The auctioneer took her arm and led her to the doorway at the back of the platform.

Manuela wrote something on her number tag and pushed her into the holding cage. The waiting room was divided into two parts. On one side were wooden benches where the girls yet to be sold waited in fearful silence, conveniently arranged in order of their lot number. The other side of the room, separated by a partition of fibresteel mesh, was the holding cage. In here, those girls who had already been sold were kept, waiting to be collected or delivered after the sale and after the paperwork were completed. A receipt, a certificate of registration and taxation, a transfer document, a guarantee and disclaimer, a medical certificate and of course payment were all necessary.

It was into this holding cage that Manuela prodded Aimee, through a barred gate which provided the only entrance and exit. Another slave ordered her to remove her sales costume and handed her a blue dress which she gratefully took. It, too, displayed the ubiquitous V mark. With the emotional strain of her sale over, Aimee dissolved into tears. Daisy and Carys were already in the cage, in similar dresses. They hugged Aimee and they all cried together.

“Aimee, Aimee, were going to the same place,” whispered Carys. “It’s called Akkadis Leisure. The man bought me, and he’s bought you too. Maybe it’s a restaurant. Maybe we’re going to be waitresses. I think he must be a kind man because he was smiling.”

“It might not be a restaurant. It might be a company that owns hotels, for people on holiday. We might be going to be chambermaids, cleaning their rooms,” said Nysha. She, too, had been bought by Akkadis Leisure.

“Yes, we could be chambermaids,” said Carys.

“Whoever they are, at least they’re all human,” said Nysha. The others murmured in agreement. Manuela had warned them that unsold girls were sometimes sent to a dealer from the interior who traded with xenogenes on the Great Plateau. They must all try to smile and look cheerful, Manuela had said, so that they were sold the first time.

“But what about, ‘A Cut Below’? What could that mean?” asked Daisy. Her question was not merely academic. ‘A Cut Below’ was the name of her new owner. Clearly it was not the name of an individual. Could it be a hairdresser? There was an expensive ladies’ hairdresser which she knew of back home on Tolon, called ‘A Cut Above.’ But it didn’t sound right, somehow. None of the others in the holding cage could offer any suggestions. They conducted their conversation in whispers. They could hear the progress of the auction but not see it. They wished they could have asked one of the local Akkadisi women what was going on. There had been several local girls in the auction but they had been sold earlier on and already removed from the holding cell.

Clara and Pippa, who together constituted Lot Sixteen, had already been sent onto the sales block. When a pair of sisters became available, Bleeny would sometimes try to sell them together. Lot Seventeen would then consist of Annamarie. It was not unknown for the same buyer to purchase several members of the same family. Bleeny was not doing this as an act of kindness but in order to achieve a higher price. The whole was sometimes worth more than the sum of its parts.

“Lot Sixteen,” announced the auctioneer, “Twin sisters. Clara, covered, and her sister Philippa, certified a virgin, both eighteen years old. Both Imperial, new to the brand, well educated, daughters of an Imperial priest.” He paused for a moment. “And what heavenly figures they have!” Again the audience seemed amused. There was little sympathy on Akkadis either for the Empire or its church. Indeed, the Holy Orthodox Church was outlawed. Most Akkadisi were independent monophysites by faith. A few, including most Atkoi, were Arians.

The bidding began at ten thousand solidi, rose slowly to fifteen thousand and then seemed to lose momentum altogether. Bleeny knew what the problem was. He would get a better price selling them separately. He would sell the virgin first, then her sister, then the dam. Watching the sale from his office, he spoke into his microphone: “Sell them separately.” The auctioneer had a receiver in his ear and immediately stopped the sale. There was a murmur of irritation, but only from a very few bidders who had imagined they might get a bargain.

Clara was sent back to the waiting bench. Only Pippa remained, utterly alone. She was a very pretty blonde, with bright green eyes and a shy, quiet nature. She had been dreading the sale and was plainly terrified of what was happening.

The bidding began at eight thousand solidi and soon rose to twelve. That was from the Cherry Orchard. Then Akkadis Leisure put in a bid of twelve thousand five hundred. There seemed to be only two bidders left now. Pippa hoped Akkadis Leisure would buy her and Clara and their mother and they would be able to stay with her friends, Nysha and Carys and Aimee. The worst possible fate would be to be alone on this horrible world, without friends. The auctioneer called for a bid of thirteen thousand, but the buyer from the Cherry Orchard shook his head. But just as the auctioneer was about to close the sale, someone called out “Yes,” in clear though heavily accented Inglic.

There were no further bids. “Sold for thirteen thousand solidi, to the gentleman in front,” said the auctioneer. Pippa tried to look round to see who had bought her, but she could not distinguish him in the crowd. At some point her purchaser would have to leave the room and go to the office to sign the contract, but perhaps he wished to watch some more of the auction first.

The auctioneer sent Pippa to the holding cage and called for the next lot. Clara emerged, white faced, onto the block. She was sold for eight thousand, seven hundred and fifty solidi to Akkadis Leisure. Next, Annamarie was led out. There were few bidders and she was bought for three thousand, two hundred and fifty solidi by someone or something called Damsels in Distress. A woman of thirty-nine, no matter how attractive, had fewer useful years left in her and would only ever be of limited interest.

Annamarie was led back to the holding cage. Her last remaining hope was gone now. They had been sold to different buyers. Clara and Pippa would be taken away by men she had never met, who could use them as they pleased, and she did not even know the name of the man who had bought Pippa. Even if by some miracle Annamarie was one day freed, she would not be able to find Pippa. And Stephen and Aiden must now be dead. Annamarie collapsed in tears and neither her daughters nor any of their companions could console her.    

Some of the buyers sounded like private individuals. Someone called Mr Ampituak bought one girl and a Mr Belmont and a Mr Binong had also made purchases. Other buyers had peculiar names. One was called the Garden of Delight. Others were the Temple of Love, Love Hurts, and Love Bunnies. One was called the Comfort Zone, and another was the Gilded Cage.

Aimee, Carys and Nysha all hoped they had been bought as waitresses. Carys was a good cook, and they might let her cook, and if they liked her cooking they would look after her. She wondered what the cooking on Akkadis was like.

The majority of the girls seized from the Evening Star were not being auctioned that night. Most of those who were still virgins would be sold later, in private sales. The Rose Garden would achieve a better place that way. But those who were not virgins – those who had been covered, as the local expression went – were sold at auction, and the buyers were very often pleasure houses. The pleasure houses on Akkadis had an insatiable demand for new delicacies with which to tempt and treat their customers. The buyers had been able to inspect the girls on the morning of the auction, in the salon of the Rose Garden.

Most pleasure houses would seldom buy virgins. It did not usually make economic sense. A girl sold ‘virgo intacta’ might typically cost up to fifty percent more than a similar woman who had been covered.

But there were exceptions to this rule. Roxie and Honeysuckle had both been bought by a pleasure house. They were proscribed traitors and the authorities had insisted on it. Nevertheless proscription was a rare penalty and such cases were unusual.

Sometimes though, a pleasure house would buy a virgin intending her to entertain a wealthy client. There are men with a great deal of money, who have grown so bored with the usual ways of spending it that they are willing to pay for this form of amusement. Generally they would insist on the exclusive use of the girl not merely for a few hours but for the duration of a week or two. After the agreed period had elapsed, the slave in question would be treated as one of the ordinary girls of the pleasure house, available to all its customers at the usual price. She might indeed be very popular with the clients. She may have been required to serve them drinks or dance for them for perhaps several weeks during which time they saw her but could not afford to avail themselves of her services. When such a girl finally became available she would be, for a while at least, one of the most popular girls in the house. Novelty has a charm all of its own, which every owner or manager of a pleasure house knows very well. There were even a few pleasure houses, such as the Cherry Orchard and First Love, which specialised in providing their clients with virgins.

Lot Nineteen consisted of two sisters, Janina and Juliet Esk. Bleeny would try to sell them as a pair. They were, after all, much closer in value than Clara and Pippa. Neither of them were virgins. The crew of the Vengeance in Mine had seen to that with unmitigated thoroughness. When Manuela heard the auctioneer say, “Lot Nineteen please,” she tapped the girls on their heads and whispered, “Go.” They glanced at each other, terrified, and left through the archway directly onto the auction block.

“Lot Nineteen, Janina and Juliet. Two sisters from Stormhaven in the Empire, aged twenty-three and nineteen, both covered, both new to the brand.” Juliet reached out to clasp her sister’s hand. They desperately hoped to be kept together. They understood that if the bidding failed to reach a certain price, they would be withdrawn from sale and sold separately as Clara and Pippa had been.

“Daughters of a property developer, we understand,” added the auctioneer. “Both very well developed themselves, as you can see. Obedient and affectionate, they’d be a pleasure to own. They hope to be kept together. For the pair of them, do I have a bid of twelve thousand?  Twelve thousand, five hundred. Thirteen thousand. Thirteen thousand, five hundred.

The bidding rapidly rose to eighteen thousand, by which time only two buyers remained interested. There was a pause. Then a bid of eighteen thousand, five hundred solidi was made. The auctioneer paused. No further bids were forthcoming. Juliet and Janina tensed. They had been sold. Their buyer was called Damsels in Distress.

Wide eyed, the two sisters looked into the audience to try to catch a glimpse of the man who had bought them. Terrified, Janina saw him looking directly at them. On impulse she pressed her hands together in supplication, placed her left foot behind her right and curtsied. It was a gesture she had seen Pixie make to Mr Sutic. It was essential to show her master that she was a good girl, obedient and compliant.

The two pretty sisters were sent to the holding cage wondering what ‘Damsels in Distress’ might mean. “Could it be an organisation, a charity I mean, that rescues girls like us, girls in trouble?” whispered Juliet. Janina wanted to believe she was right.

Lot Twenty was Bonnie. The bidding was brisk and she was bought by Yelps for eight thousand solidi. Then a terrified Fern was ordered onto the platform to be sold for eight thousand solidi, to Damsels in Distress.

The girls in the holding cage were no longer speculating about being waitresses or chambermaids. The awful reality which they did not want to believe, was becoming increasingly difficult to ignore. It was constantly at the back of their minds, like the burning of their brands.

Lot Twenty-two was Louisa. Terrified, she walked slowly across the platform and back, as instructed, while the auctioneer proclaimed her details. Bidding began at six thousand and soon went up to eight thousand solidi. There was one final offer for eight thousand five hundred, and the bidding stopped. In dismay, Louisa heard the auctioneer say, “Gone, for eight thousand five hundred solidi, to the Garden of Love.”

Louisa was sent to the holding cage.


26: A ROOM WITH A VIEW

God is too high and the Emperor too far away.

Borobuduri proverb

The final lot of the evening, number twenty-three, was Leah. She was sunk in despair. Her sister Bekka was to be sold separately, privately. Leah would not even be able to learn the name of Bekka’s owner. As the last survivors of her family they had desperately wanted to stay together, but Mr Bleeny had other priorities. None of the buyers present that evening seemed very interested in buying a mixed pair – a virgin and a covered woman together. Bleeny believed he could achieve a better price by selling Bekka privately. Leah would be auctioned.

She was ordered onto the sales block. Kyra, along with sixteen other girls, all of them virgins, watched from Mr Bleeny’s private office. It was a small and crowded room with one way glass windows overlooking the sales block so that they could see and hear the auction, but not be seen.

They watched, and wept. One after another their friends from the Evening Star had been sold like animals. Now it was Leah who walked across the auction block and back. She looked beautiful, Kyra thought, with her dark hair and pale skin and lovely figure.

The bidding started at five thousand solidi, rose to eight thousand and then stopped. The auctioneer announced the buyer. It was Akkadis Leisure. Kyra already knew what that meant. Mr Bleeny had told them. Her friend, her dear friend through this entire terrible ordeal had been sold. Sold, to a brothel. Kyra and Millie did their best to comfort Bekka who had slumped to the floor in horror when she saw her sister auctioned.

Kyra and her companions had been sent to this small room to see what an auction was like. It was horrible, they decided: absolutely, appallingly, unspeakably horrible. They all resolved to try their best to be sweet, charming, polite, obedient, compliant and even eager when they were sold. They all wanted private owners. Bianca and Viola had already been sold privately. None of them wanted to be sold at auction or sold to a brothel. Nothing could be worse than that. Nothing.

Interestingly, all the girls except Kyra and Millicent had been branded. Kyra thought that she and Millie might have been spared because a very important man was coming to see them. He was very rich and he wanted to buy one or possibly two girls. Of all the girls now in the Rose Garden, Millie was most similar to Kyra in figure, hair colour, complexion and appearance generally. The man wanted to buy two girls who were not branded, even though that was against the law. He must be so rich and powerful that he could simply ignore the law. Perhaps he was a very kind man, who looked after his slaves, Kyra thought. She would try her very best to make a good impression.

Igor Bleeny smiled broadly. The auction had been a success. The prices had held up well. The last seventeen girls from the Evening Star would be sold in discrete, individual sales. That might take several months, but there was no hurry. He would insist on good prices for them all. It was an excellent selection to have available and it would enhance the reputation of the Rose Garden as the place to visit for a quality purchase.

Bleeny knew he had done well to buy the whole batch. They were, without exception, merchandise of the very finest quality. He had been able to acquire them because the captains of vessels such as the Vengeance Is Mine knew him and trusted him. They wanted a quick sale. Bleeny kept a good supply of hard cash and cinerium for just such eventualities. There was no paperwork and there were no questions asked. So long as the goods in question were not Akkadisi citizens, Bleeny was happy to buy them. They did not quibble over the price. Bual asked for a reasonable figure and Bleeny paid it. Bual knew he would not have got a better deal on Akkadis for an immediate payment. And he would know where to come next time he had similar goods to sell. He might even tell his friends, if people like that had friends. No, Bleeny thought. Bual did not have friends. He had allies.

The jewel among the entire batch was certainly the Cormic girl. Bual had of course realised that Kyra was exceptionally beautiful. What he could not have realised was that a woman of such perfection very rarely became available even to the Rose Garden. Bleeny already had a buyer in mind: one of the Oligarchs, a man named Viktor Quindigan, known both for his wealth and his willingness to spend it on luxuries. Bleeny would insist on a price which reflected Kyra’s rarity.

Bleeny appreciated beauty and it always seemed a waste somehow, to sell a beautiful woman to a man known for his cruelty, especially a girl as vivacious and full of life as Kyra. But with the price Quindigan was going to pay, Bleeny was more than capable of overruling his scruples.

Pippa, meanwhile, had been taken from the holding cage and back to Niobe, the beautician. Apparently her purchaser had requested some adjustments to her appearance. Pippa was told to remove the blue dress, and she stood entirely bare while Niobe tied a thick dark green cord around her waist, tying it firmly at her right hip. The two ends of the cord hung down to Pippa’s calf. Next, Niobe took a strip of green cloth, about as wide as Pippa’s hand but very long, longer than Pippa was tall, and threaded it under the green cord at the front and adjusted it so that both ends were of the same length. She passed this double length of cloth back between Pippa’s legs, and up, beneath the cord behind Pippa’s back. She pulled it tight and allowed it to hang down again. The doubled length of cloth fitted snugly at the front, like very skimpy panties held up by the green cord. At the back it hung down almost to her ankles, like a tail. It had green tassels on the ends.

“This is called a patang,” explained Niobe carefully. “It will be your undergarment. Remember how to tie it. Your master will expect you to know without being told again. Now put these on.” Niobe handed Pippa a wraparound knee length skirt of soft, cream coloured suede, a close fitting cropped bra top and a short green tunic. The skirt and tunic were embroidered with elaborate patterns. They were not especially clean. They were well worn and dusty, but well made and of durable material. Pippa’s master did not want to pay for the house dress or have the bother of returning it, and he had left these clothes with instructions that the slave should wear them. The Rose Garden always accommodated such requests.

Niobe combed Pippa’s long blonde hair and plaited it into two pigtails, tying the ends with green and white cords. The pigtails were of a style favoured by certain Atkoi tribes, rather than the kittentails worn by slave girls on Akkadis more generally. Niobe folded a square of green and white cloth diagonally and tied it around Pippa’s head as a scarf. The effect was exotic, but beautiful. Pippa looked quite demure, with a fringe of golden hair just visible at the front and the pigtails at the back. She wore shoes, old and simply made of soft leather wrapped around her feet and fastened with leather laces. Niobe tied a collar around Pippa’s neck. It was an inch wide, made of tiny white and green beads in an intricate pattern. The beautician told Pippa to turn around, slowly. Niobe nodded, satisfied. The style of clothing and the colours and patterns indicated Pippa’s master’s tribe and clan, and Pippa’s status within the clan. It was the lowest status. Pippa was a slave.

Niobe squeezed Pippa’s cheek in encouragement. “You are going to your master, now. You must be obedient, and learn his ways. Try to learn his language quickly. Perhaps he will grow fond of you. But if you displease him he may choose to sell you.”

“Please, ma’am…” began Pippa, fearful and confused. She had not seen any other girls dressed in these strange garments. “My master…?” she hesitated.

“He is an Irtukoi,” replied Niobe, but Pippa merely looked blank. “An Atkoi. I am truly sorry, Pippa. It will not be an easy life. Try to make him love you. They live on the Great Plateau. Sometimes they trade with xenogenes.”

Wide eyed with fear, Pippa heard Niobe’s warning but did not know how to reply. “May God bless you and walk with you,” Niobe added.

Pippa was sent to the courtyard. Several of the other girls were already lined up in their blue dresses, waiting to be collected. Pippa looked around for her mother and Clara but could see neither.

Then she saw the man who now owned her, and her heart sank. He was talking to Bleeny and holding a receipt. Pippa recognised the man now. Earlier, when the girls had been lined up for prospective buyers to examine them, this man had looked carefully at Pippa. She had blushed and looked down. He was in his fifties, severe and strict looking, Pippa thought. His face was weather-beaten as though he spent his days outdoors.

Pippa was terrified. “Come here, girl,” the man said. The Inglic word he used for ‘Girl’ implied a young woman of inferior rank. Only a short time ago, Pippa would have felt insulted, but now she stepped forward, curtsied and said, “Master.” She hesitated, uncertain of what was expected of her.

Nysha, Carys, Aimee and several of the other girls watched, knowing that in moments their own buyers might arrive. Nysha’s heart went out to Pippa. She looked lovely in the Atkoi dress, but the man looked horrible, Nysha thought, with no sign of any warmth or compassion.

At that moment Clara and Annamarie appeared in the courtyard. Annamarie did not immediately recognise her daughter. She saw only an Atkoi woman in native dress and looked no further.

Then she realised that the girl was Philippa. Her lovely daughter now belonged to this horrible creature, this tribesman, and he would take her away and use her as he wished and Pippa would have no one to talk to and no one to turn to. Annamarie’s heart turned cold with fear and she stepped forward to run to Pippa and hug her, but at that moment Pippa’s master said, “Follow me, Girl,” and he turned and walked briskly away. Pippa hurried to obey. She never heard the hum of Manuela’s goad or the sharp snap as it touched the back of Annamarie’s leg, just above her knee. Pippa heard only the shrill yelp of a slave woman being disciplined and Manuela’s sharp reprimand, but she hurried to keep up with her master and did not look back.


27: HOW I MET YOUR MOTHER

By no means all Atkoi wear traditional dress. In the city, many have adopted non-Atkoi (which they call ‘oiku’) clothes, or mix the two styles. In rural areas however, many Atkoi still prefer their exotic traditional attire.

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

Pippa glanced fearfully at the man upon whose whim her very existence now depended. His colourful clothes were dusty and old, but well made, simple and practical. Physically he appeared strong. He was lean, used to hard physical work, with sufficient food to eat but none to waste. He spoke little, except to give curt orders.

They were in a landcab. The city was enormous, Pippa realised. The tall buildings of the central city extended for mile after mile. They eventually gave way to smaller buildings, and then dilapidated shacks. This was the Atkoi quarter. The unmade, uneven roads became winding footpaths and the landcab would go no further.

They continued on foot, picking their way around little houses made of mud or wood or carbonite sheets, past puddles of water, piles of rubbish and once, a dead cat. This had been swampland once, and the Atkoi had settled here because no one else wanted it. Pippa’s feet hurt, but she hurried to keep up with the man. She sensed it would not be a good idea to irritate him. Passersby took little notice of her. An Atkoi slave in traditional dress following a few steps behind her master as custom dictated, was hardly remarkable.

It was dark by the time they reached their destination: a mud house similar to thousands of others in this part of the city, with a front wall painted in elaborate colourful patterns and a varnished door made of cheap carbonite imitation wood which was carved with similar patterns.

The door opened onto a courtyard where chickens pecked at the ground and a pig squealed. Pippa’s master led her into one of the rooms opening off the courtyard. There was little furniture; only an old carpet. Several men sat on the carpet sipping drinks and smoking. Pippa’s master greeted the men, who looked at Pippa with interest and commented upon her in their own language, but soon turned their conversation back to other matters. She heard them address her master as Noruo.

Later, Pippa was expected to help serve supper for her master, Noruo, his cousin Apuo who was the owner of the house, and Apuo’s wife and children. The family sat with Noruo on the carpet to eat. There was no dining table and their cups and plates were chipped and did not match. Pippa knelt on the hard floor beside the carpet, together with another slave called Yelda, who belonged to Apuo.

At first Pippa had knelt on the carpet, and a child, a girl, had slapped her face and shouted at her in the strange language. Yelda, who knew a little Inglic, showed Pippa where to kneel and warned her to keep her back very straight. Yelda watched attentively and hurried to fetch the family food or water or whatever they required. She did not wait to be told, but anticipated their needs. From time to time she whispered to Pippa, telling the new slave what to fetch or do.

When the family and their guest had eaten their fill, the free women and the children left the room. Apuo, his eldest son and Noruo remained seated on the carpet, talking and drinking a large jar of spicy black Atkoi beer. Noruo did not intend to remain in Akkad longer than necessary. He would leave the following morning and this was his last chance to talk to his relatives.

He did not especially like the city. It was noisy, crowded, polluted and full of oiku who were arrogant, ignorant and soft. He had visited the Arena and enjoyed it, and visited one of the pleasure houses, which he also enjoyed, but he would not return. Such places were outrageously expensive. Besides, thought Noruo, it made no sense for a man to buy milk when he had his own goats.

Noruo was pleased with his purchase, though. It was a pity the new girl knew nothing. Imperial women, and indeed all oiku women, taught their daughters nothing of any use. But she could learn. Noruo was a reasonable man. His wife would show the girl everything she needed to know, but only once. She would have to learn their language quickly. If she was lazy or stupid she would feel the rod. She would not be remiss a second time. Hers would not be an easy life. A slave should not expect an easy life, and a slave of an Atkoi in particular was never pampered. She would learn to rise before dawn to feed his goats and pigs and draw water. The well was a long way from his house. There were many plants to be watered, for the land where he lived was dry. The goats had to be milked and cheese made and vegetables patches dug and dung collected and spread. Seldom would her work be complete before nightfall. Now she was soft with easy living, but she appeared to be healthy and would grow stronger. The journey back to his home would be hard, but it would begin to strengthen her.

He hoped she would bear many children. The children would be given to his wife, who would be their legal mother. The girl was a slave. She might nurse the children and care for them, but they would be considered the children of Noruo’s wife. If a slave girl was sold, her children would not usually be sold with her. But Noruo was a fair man and if the new girl gave him a son he would keep her and eventually he would put a gold ring in her nose. If she earned the right, he would not deny it to her.

At a signal from Apuo, Yelda and Philippa cleared the empty dishes and withdrew to the kitchen. Pippa helped Yelda to wash the dishes before they ate what was left of the food.

The food was strange. It was chicken, but cooked with peculiar spices and accompanied by a kind of hard bread. Pippa was not hungry. “You eat,” said Yelda. “Your master not like thin girls,” she added ominously. Pippa did her best to eat something while Yelda tidied the kitchen.

Then Yelda grinned and said, “You come with me, now. I make you ready for tonight.” Pippa followed, her heart heavy with dread. Yelda led her to another room, tiny and unfurnished except for a sleeping mat on the floor.

“Your master, he name you ‘Mintika.’ You very lucky. It is pretty name. It mean, ‘Golden’ in our language,” explained Yelda. No one had even asked Philippa her real name, her birth name. They simply did not consider it relevant. “Tomorrow you go to your master’s house. It take many days,” concluded Yelda.

Pippa guessed that Yelda was in her thirties. She had borne her master two children. The second one was a boy. He was four years old now, and when he reached the age of seven Yelda had been promised a gold ring for her nose, she explained proudly. Then she would be allowed to eat with the family. She fetched water for Pippa to wash and took Pippa’s skirt, tunic and patang outside and hung them up and beat them to remove the worst of the dust.

Yelda also told Pippa a little about her new master. He was an ud-kzam, the head of his clan. But that did not mean that he was rich. His people were poor and scratched a living from the barren soil somewhere on the Great Plateau. His full name was Noruo at Orkis, but he seldom used his clan name since most of his acquaintances were of the same clan anyway. Pippa must never address him or refer to him as anything other than ‘Akzam,’ which meant ‘Master.’

Noruo was fifty-four, and he had no son. This was a cause of considerable shame to him. He loved his wife, but none of her babies had survived beyond a few days, except one, a girl. He had bought a slave seven years earlier, a girl called Enzika, but she too had failed to provide him with an heir. Enzika was blonde and an oiku, like Pippa. She had been twenty-eight when her master finally lost patience with her and sold her to an itinerant xenogene, keeping only her clothes to give to her replacement.

Pippa felt the fear inside her tighten like a cold hand gripping her heart. Niobe was right, she thought. I have reason to be afraid. Yelda gave her a nightdress, a white, calf length garment, and fastened an anklet of white beads around Pippa’s left ankle. Then with a tiny pot and brush she outlined Pippa’s eyes in green. Finally she painted Pippa’s toenails and fingernails with a pale green varnish. While it dried, Yelda gave the new slave some instruction in what would be expected of her that night. She explained how Pippa should make obeisance and remove her nightdress.  

Yelda felt sorry for the new girl. Atkoi mothers taught their daughters how to behave, but this girl obviously knew nothing. There were many things she wanted to teach Pippa, but in less than fifteen minutes Noruo shouted out something from the main room. Pippa recognised her new name, Mintika, but understood nothing else.

“Your master, he want you now,” giggled Yelda. “You stand here, quick-quick.” Pippa felt the fear in her heart grow colder still.

Yelda hurriedly adjusted Pippa’s pigtails so that they hung down in front of her, and then sensing Pippa’s fear, she hugged the new girl. Pippa was about to ask a question when she heard a heavy footstep outside the door. She guessed it was her master. In panic she looked to Yelda for support.

“You do like I told you,” whispered Yelda, trying to reassure her. “You very pretty. He will like you.”

The door opened and Noruo entered the room. Pippa sank first to her knees, and then bent forward, touching her forehead to the floor in front of his feet three times. Then she straightened her back but remained kneeling. With her heart thumping she loosened the button which fastened her nightdress and allowed it to slide down to her waist. She pressed her palms together in submission and said, “Akzam.” She glanced anxiously at Yelda, who nodded encouragingly. Pippa had performed the greeting properly.

For a while, Noruo simply looked at the new girl, saying nothing. Uncertain what to do next, Philippa remained kneeling with her palms pressed together, and bowed her head respectfully, grateful that her arms covered her otherwise bare breasts. She dared to glance briefly at her master, hoping for his approval.

Then Noruo spoke, and Yelda translated his words: “Stand up.” Pippa obeyed, clutching the nightdress which would otherwise have slid to her feet. “Drop it,” whispered Yelda urgently. “Put your arms down.”

Noruo was in no hurry. He scrutinised his new purchase carefully. He told her to turn around, slowly. He lifted her chin to examine her face more closely. He squeezed first her left breast, then her right.

Her body was slim, lithe, and toned. Her breasts were small but firm. He squeezed one nipple between his thumb and forefinger. Philippa burned with humiliation and was close to tears but submitted herself obediently to his examination. At Noruo’s command Yelda untied the new girl’s plaits and he ran his fingers through her long blonde hair. He seemed pleased with his acquisition.

Yelda stooped to retrieve something from the floor. It was a small tray, covered in a cloth. She removed the cloth and held the tray out to Noruo. It contained an old but ornate pair of brass pincers, and a sharp awl with a rounded wooden handle. “Your master, he pierce your nose now,” said Yelda. “You keep very still, very quiet.”

Noruo held Pippa’s septum firmly with the pincers in one hand, while in the other he held the awl. Pippa kept very still and closed her eyes. There was a sharp pain which drew tears to her eyes and she could not help gasping as it penetrated her flesh, but it was soon over. Then he inserted a tiny iron ring through the piercing and squeezed it with the pincers so that the ends closed shut. Perhaps if Pippa was fortunate, one day it would be replaced with a gold ring. If she was so unlucky as to be sold to a xenogene, Noruo would first retrieve the ring. If neither of those eventualities took place, she would wear the iron ring forever.

But Noruo was not yet finished with the pincers and the awl. Two rings remained on the tray. Philippa eyed them nervously. She had already guessed what was going to happen next. She glanced at Yelda.

Yelda spoke. “Put your hands behind your neck. Your master, he pierce your nipples also.”

“Please…” began Pippa.

“Hush,” interrupted Yelda, not unkindly, as she guided Pippa’s hands to their correct position. “When your master finish, you look very pretty.”

Noruo took Pippa’s right nipple between his thumb and forefinger, squeezing and pulling it before firmly grasping it with the pincers held in his other hand. Pippa gasped. She saw her master pick up the awl with his other hand. She closed her eyes.

Noruo had performed this task before, but only twice. He worked carefully, slowly, pressing the instrument through Pippa’s flesh. Noruo had sharpened the awl recently on a grindstone, and it was as sharp as he was able to make it. It was a course instrument though, intended for piercing leather, and it was not possible to sharpen it to a very fine point.  Despite her genuine effort to clench her teeth and remain silent, Pippa could not help a brief, high pitched whimper from escaping her. Yelda squeezed her hand and whispered, “You hush, else maybe your master, he get angry.” Pippa took a deep breath and breathed out slowly, resolving to try even harder to remain quiet. Noruo extracted the awl and inserted the ring. It was of a different type to the nose ring. It did not require the pincers to squeeze it shut. It could be removed and replaced whenever her master so chose.

“Good girl,” whispered Yelda, holding the new girl steady. Noruo performed the same operation on Pippa’s left nipple. Again she gasped and whimpered but managed not to cry out loudly. She glanced at Noruo. He did not seem angry. She hurriedly wiped the tears from her cheeks.

Pippa’s relief was short-lived. Noruo wished to verify whether his new slave girl was indeed a virgin. He grunted something to Yelda, who led Pippa to the sleeping mat and told her to lie down.

Noruo did not usually trust any oiku, but everyone said that the Rose Garden were reputable dealers. They claimed the new girl was eighteen and a virgin. That age seemed plausible. She was certainly young enough to bear many children. As to her virginity, Noruo was inclined to believe that this too was probably genuine, but he would nevertheless test it for himself.

Pippa lay on her back, covering herself as modestly as she could until Noruo ordered her to move her hands and spread her knees apart. Burning with shame, she closed her eyes and obeyed. She gasped and wriggled involuntarily as Noruo’s intruding fingers probed uncomfortably. Noruo was clumsier than Mr Sutic had been. Sutic was a professional. Noruo was an amateur.

“Hold still,” he grunted.

“You lie still, Minti,” grinned Yelda. “Then it not sore.”

Again Pippa wriggled and whimpered, involuntarily moving up the mat and away from her master’s probing hand. She did not mean to be disobedient. It just seemed to happen.

Noruo grunted again to Yelda who immediately hurried to fetch a contraption which was leaning against the wall. It was of dark, polished wood and about as long as Pippa was tall. It appeared to be made of several sturdy timbers which Yelda bolted together expertly. The assembled frame was in the shape of a capital letter H, lying sideways with its crosspiece along the length of the sleeping mat. About halfway along this crosspiece was attached a small raised square of padded leather, like a small seat.

Pippa had retrieved her nightdress and retreated to a corner of the room, but as she was about to don it, Yelda happened to glance at her and told her sharply to stop. Instead Pippa was summoned back to the assembled frame and ordered to lie on it, along the length of the beam. Yelda pulled Pippa’s right ankle to one end of the lower timber and fastened a leather strap around it, and then stretched Pippa’s left ankle to the other end, fastening that too. The new slave girl’s legs were stretched wide apart, forming an angle of over ninety degrees. She whimpered in discomfort. Yelda said something which was intended to sound reassuring but did not pause in her task.

Pippa was still clutching her white nightdress in an attempt to protect her modesty, but Yelda pressed her shoulders firmly back onto the frame and strapped Pippa’s wrists to opposite ends of the other timber. Pippa was fixed firmly, spread-eagled on the frame with her arms and legs stretched straight and wide in the form of a letter X.

Each of these four straps was fastened to a bracket attached to the timber frame. The straps could be pulled tight to remove any slack. Yelda tested the straps for tightness, wrapping each strap in turn around her wrist and bracing her foot against the timber and pulling as hard as she could. The straps slid through the fasteners and held firmly. Once pulled tight, they would not loosen until they were deliberately released. Yelda was able to tighten Pippa a little more. She was now stretched into a taut saltire, but Noruo was still not entirely satisfied. He pulled firmly on each strap in turn, and with his superior strength Pippa’s arms and legs were stretched wider and tighter still. She gasped as he tugged the wrist straps and she whimpered more loudly as he tugged the ankle straps. She felt the pressure in her thighs as her legs were stretched apart and away from her. Her arms and legs were now as taut as violin strings.

Yelda found the white nightdress and draped it over Pippa, from her breasts down to her thighs. It was a small act of kindness for which Pippa was grateful. Finally Yelda fastened the neck strap. It was a wide collar, wider than Pippa’s hand, which held her neck to the crosspiece of the frame. She could turn her head from side to side but not lift it.  

Noruo brushed aside the nightdress, Pippa’s final scrap of modesty. Her figure was slim but quite capable of child bearing, he thought. Despite being stretched so tightly, Pippa was still able to breath and with each breath the small but firm hemispheres of her breasts rose and fell, each with its nipple thrust proudly up and adorned by its newly inserted ring. Her chin was pushed back by the collar and her blonde hair cascaded over the mat below her head. The slavemark on her wrist was obscured by a strap and hardly visible. Her buttocks rested on the padded leather seat so that her hips were raised as if presented for Noruo to complete his examination. Her mons, like her armpits, was smooth, plucked of all hair. Low on her pelvis the Victory mark, still fresh, proclaimed her a Rose Garden girl.

Pippa’s raised waist was flat and perfectly smooth. Noruo looked at the raised bumps where her pelvic bone pressed against her taut flesh, and stroked his finger across the smooth skin unhurriedly from one side to the other. Pippa winced as he traced the outline of the Victory mark. Her brand was still raw. Bleeny usually liked to sell newly marked girls promptly. The very freshness of the brand appealed to buyers.

Pippa gasped again as she felt her master’s fingers probing, but she did not squirm away this time. It was no longer possible. She whimpered again and Yelda urged her to silence. Pippa gritted her teeth and tried her best to remain silent, sensing that Yelda was trying to protect her. She tried to look down towards her waist but the wide collar prevented her from raising her head sufficiently.

Then it was finished. Noruo withdrew his hand. The Rose Garden had been true to their word, he decided. The oiku girl was a virgin, albeit only for a very little longer. Noruo grunted again to Yelda.

“I go now, Minti,” said Yelda.

Suddenly panicking, Philippa turned her head as best she could towards Yelda, her eyes wide. “No! Please,” she said. “Please stay. Please!”

Yelda said something to Noruo in Irtukoi, but he snapped back irritably and Yelda rose, curtsied and hurried out of the room without a further word. Pippa was alone with her master.

Noruo used Pippa lengthily and unhurriedly that night, on and off the frame, on her back, on her stomach, on her knees and on her back again. He had drunk sufficient beer to enflame his lust without dulling his vigour. Finally he rested.

Afterwards, Pippa shyly crawled down and gently kissed his manhood. It was the gesture of a new Atkoi bride or slave, which Yelda had taught her. He motioned for Pippa to lie on the floor at his feet and sleep. He blew out the candle, the only light.

In the darkness, Pippa lay still until she sensed from the sound of his breathing that he was asleep. Then she wept, but very quietly. She must not disturb her master’s sleep.


28: MOONLIGHT BECOMES HER

Tears, such as angels weep, burst forth.

Milton: Paradise Lost, I

Philippa Warburton lay awake on the hard floor. Her brand was still burning, her nose and nipples were throbbing and her whole body was aching as a result of Noruo’s exertions. Once during the night Noruo had awoken and wanted her again. After that, each time he made a noise or moved in his sleep she would feel her heart thumping in terror that he had woken once more.

Hours later she heard a soft knocking on the door. She panicked, uncertain what to do. She looked at her master in the dim light. He was still asleep. Should she wake her master? Was that allowed? Could she admit someone to her master’s room? But she was still naked. Her master had not told her to dress. Suppose whoever it was opened the door and saw her like this? The knocking was repeated and Pippa was more frightened still. Would whoever was knocking be angry with her if she hesitated any longer?

Then she heard her name, her new name, being whispered and her dilemma was resolved. It was Yelda. “Mintika,” came the whisper again, a little louder. Pippa crept silently to the door.

Pippa lifted the wooden latch and opened the door. It creaked a little. She glanced anxiously towards her master but he did not stir. Yelda gestured to her to follow her quietly.

It was still dark but Yelda had a candle. Pippa dressed silently in the hallway, donning her patang, skirt, and tunic. She still wore her collar and anklet. They must never be removed without her master’s permission. Yelda plaited her hair and adjusted her scarf.

They left the house, carrying a lantern which cast a weak light, and went to a nearby well which appeared to be shared by several houses. There were other slave women there. They spoke no Inglic but they seemed friendly and they told Pippa, through Yelda, that she was pretty. She was lucky, they said. Her master would be pleased with her. He liked blonde women. When a free woman arrived to draw water the slaves stepped aside deferentially and one of them worked the pump for her. The morning was chilly. In the East the sky was beginning to turn pale. Yelda and Pippa filled their four large vessels. Yelda shouldered her two easily, but Pippa struggled to lift hers.

No one was afraid the slaves might escape. They had nowhere to go, no way to survive on their own and they were instantly identifiable. And the penalty could be severe if the master so chose. Only a master who was both rich and prodigal would kill a valuable slave, but if a slave was wilfully disobedient she could expect severe punishment.

Pippa served Noruo at breakfast, kneeling with her back very straight as Yelda had taught her. The men and free women and children ate what seemed to be a kind of porridge and drank mint tea. It was not what Pippa would have recognised as mint. It was made using an herb indigenous to Akkadis. Certain native plants could be used as flavouring although they had no nutritional value to humans or any terrestrial creatures. Pippa was careful not to kneel on the carpet this time.

Over breakfast the Atkoi men and women looked at Noruo and at Pippa and made jokes. Although Pippa did not understand a word of their language it was obvious the jokes concerned the previous night’s activities. The children did not make comments, but the teenage boys laughed at the comments of their elders. Even Yelda giggled, although she did not of course speak to any of the free people present without first being addressed. She whispered to Pippa though, “They laugh. You noisy girl. You very noisy in the night.”

Mortified, Pippa blushed and looked at the floor in front of her. She had tried hard to be quiet, but the walls of the house were of thin carbonite panels and very far from soundproof. At one point her master had squeezed her breasts quite hard and she could not help whimpering. Then, when he first penetrated her, she had yelped loudly. He had stuffed his undergarment into her mouth. After that her squeals were muffled, though still audible. She squealed again when he carelessly caught his finger on her nipple ring, tugging it so sharply that Pippa thought the ring must have torn her flesh. Her master was not wantonly cruel, but he was impatient. Pippa was a slave, not a wife.

After breakfast, Pippa and Yelda ate the remaining porridge and drank some water. Noruo had seemed in good spirits and Pippa was grateful for that. It must mean he was pleased with her.

It was almost dawn by the time they were ready to leave the house. Noruo bade his friends farewell. Yelda hugged Pippa. “You be good, Minti, yes?” said the older slave. “You give your master many babies. Give him sons. Then he love you much.” She squeezed Pippa and then added, “You not forget what I tell you.” Yelda was the only person at the house who had spoken kindly to Pippa, and the new slave girl found herself close to tears.    

They travelled first on foot and then by landcab to a terminal where they boarded a hovertrain. Pippa had no idea where they were going but she gazed at the countryside as it sped by. At first they passed mainly terrestrial vegetation, but as the hours passed, Pippa noticed huge forests of strange native trees. The task of adapting the planet for human habitation had scarcely begun. Every essential insect and microbe and protozoa had to be painstakingly introduced and bred and released and lovingly encouraged before terrestrial vegetation could flourish. Agriculture could still not produce all the food Akkadis needed and food supplements were chemically manufactured; but slowly, acre by precious acre, the lowlands of the planet were being terrestrialised, beginning with the districts around Akkad, the planet’s only large city.

The hovertrain stopped at numerous small towns. It glided smoothly and swiftly above its track, mostly straight except when it reached the mountains. Then several times it passed through tunnels cut deep into the rock, all the while running gradually uphill.

That evening it reached a small city on the edge of the Great Plateau, in the interior of the planet’s single huge continent. This was the end of the line. Noruo intended to catch a landbus here, but the next bus was not due to depart until the following morning.

Pippa was learning to answer to the name of Mintika. She sat with her master on a bench in the deserted terminal. They ate and tried to sleep, despite the cold. Pippa leant against Noruo, wrapped in an elaborately patterned blanket which smelled of wood smoke.

That night Noruo told his slave that she would have to learn his language quickly. He held up three fingers and said, “Three months.” He spoke slowly so that she would understand. “You work hard. You learn speak Irtukoi. I give you three months. Then, no more oiku jabber.” He was referring to three orbits of Caedmon, the slower of the two Akkadisi moons. He left unspoken the threat of what would happen if she failed to make satisfactory progress.

Dismayed, Pippa pressed her hands together as she had seen other slaves do, and said “Akzam,” but the word came out only as a whisper. “Akzam,” she repeated, a little louder.

On the second day the bus left early and they travelled for eight hours. Then they waited for four hours and caught another bus. It was dark before they reached the village which was the day’s destination.

Noruo had a friend here. He had left his horse at the friend’s house. He went to see the horse even before he ate, and although Pippa was weak from hunger and exhaustion he insisted she spend an hour grooming the animal, brushing it until its coat shone.

Pippa had seen pictures of horses before but had never realised how large they were. The plains horse of Akkadis had been genetically engineered for strength, size and endurance over long distances. It was taller than Pippa. She could hardly reach the top of its back with her brush. Its saddle, leaning against a wall, was enormous, with a seat and straps for bags and equipment.

They set out early on the third day. Pippa carried her master’s heavy pack on her back, and a light but tough carbonite cord about twelve feet long was tied around her neck and fastened at the other end to a ring on his stirrup. They proceeded at a slow pace for the horse, which was a brisk walk for Pippa. Noruo wanted to strengthen the girl up. He had learnt to be strict with a new girl at first so that he could be kinder to her later on. Sometimes as an act of kindness he strapped his heavy pack to the saddle. At other times he made the horse walk faster so that Pippa had to run or trot. This was at least partly because a slow pace was more tiring for the horse.

The cord was not to prevent Pippa from escaping. There was nowhere to go and she could not survive here alone. She understood that. It was to prevent her from falling behind.

Once, they saw an ancient shrine. Its thick stone walls were worn with age. Long ago it had been covered with carvings, but the saints and the Holy Circle had long since been smashed and chiselled off. This land belonged to the Atkoi now.

Noruo stopped and knelt to pray. Like most Atkoi he was an Arian Christian. He thanked God for his successful journey and asked for many sons. Philippa prayed too, with equal sincerity. She asked to be spared from her ordeal. How the Almighty reconciled these prayers and whether He considers Himself an Arian or a Monophysite, is not a part of this story; but when Pippa stood, she unthinkingly made the sign of the Holy Circle on her forehead.

Pippa never saw her master’s hand move. The blow struck her head and knocked her to the ground before she realised he had even moved. Mercifully he used only his open palm to cuff her. “You do that again, Girl, I cut your hand off,” he barked. He was a God fearing man and could not abide the Monophysite heresy. It was idolatrous, blasphemous and hateful. Pippa struggled to her knees and made obeisance and begged forgiveness.

Pippa sniffled for a while as they continued their journey. Her master was angry now, she knew. She had to walk briskly and break into a trot every time the cord became tight.

There was very little vegetation. The flat plain stretched as far as a line of mountains, blue-grey in the distance. The mountains must be enormous, she thought. They seemed no closer now than they had a few hours before. Beyond those mountains were more mountains, and beyond them, more mountains still, and each range was higher than the last. The lands of the Orkis clan were cold and dry. Beyond them were the lands where even the Irtukoi did not venture, where the air was thinner and only xenogenes dwelt.

Suddenly Pippa felt the cord cut into the back of her neck. She had slowed down and the cord had pulled tight and yanked her forcibly forward. She fell face down and was pulled forward a few feet before the huge horse came to a halt. She gasped in pain and shock. The pack on her back was heavy and she doubted if she could struggle to her feet.

Noruo dismounted, cursing in his own language. The oiku girl was not injured, but she was lying there making no attempt to rise. Noruo unhooked a borbodhide whip from his saddle. It was about a yard long, stiff, broad at the handle and narrow at the tip. He brought it down ferociously across the back of Philippa’s bare thighs where her skirt had been pushed up. She gave a shrill yelp. Her master raised the whip again and Pippa, still squealing, discovered that she could in fact jump to her feet quite quickly. He did not strike her a second time, but wordlessly mounted his horse and set off again, with Pippa still whimpering in shock and pain.

This time Pippa had to maintain a steady trot. She stopped crying and concentrated all her efforts on keeping up. She wrapped the cord around one hand to prevent it pulling her neck if she fell behind again. It was an hour before Noruo stopped to allow her to rest, and that respite was all too brief.

It was a warm day. Pippa’s master gave her water to drink and ordered her to remove her tunic and bra and store them in the pack. He shortened the cord to half its length. He would run the girl topless for a while, he decided.

Pippa ran at her master’s stirrup, panting, bathed in sweat and gradually becoming coated in dust. From time to time he turned in his saddle to watch her. She presented a pleasing spectacle. Her firm breasts thrust forward proudly with the nipple rings gleaming in the bright sun. Her skirt was wrapped around her slim waist, flaring out over her hips. It reached to just above her knees.

“Hup! Hup! Hup!” he called out. Pippa knew this was the signal for her to speed up. Her heart sank, but she obeyed without delay, drawing level with the stirrup and then overtaking it, running a few feet ahead. She was conscious of her master’s eyes upon her as she ran.

Noruo watched Pippa from behind. Her blonde hair streamed out behind her. Her hips and buttocks were pleasantly rounded and they jiggled from side to side with each step she took. Her skirt also flicked from side to side as she ran. Her legs were long and slender and toned.

Later, he would run her naked, Noruo decided. Slave girls hated being run naked, he had found, but she was pretty and it would do her no harm for a few days. He had watched girls at the Arena in Akkad running naked and found it quite entertaining. Later, when they reached the mountains, it would be too cold for such simple pleasures.

As Pippa’s skirt moved and her patang swayed from side to side, Noruo could see the deep purple stripe left by his whip across her thighs, above her knees. But he had not been too severe with the girl. She was a slave. It was better she learned sooner rather than later what was expected of her.

He glanced at the slavemark on Pippa’s wrist. Enzika had also had such a mark. She too had been bought in Akkad. But on the High Plateau, slave girls were not usually slavemarked. Nor were they microchipped. Sometimes they were not even branded. A poor man who sold his daughter as a concubine was hardly likely to bother with certificates, much less paying the registration tax. The girl’s collar and dress were sufficient to identify her status.

Pippa fell down only once more that day. She scrambled nimbly to her feet and apologised profusely. She wished she knew the Irtukoi word for ‘sorry’. Her master did not seem angry this time. He neither dismounted nor castigated her. Indeed, from time to time Noruo stopped to allow her to drink some water and briefly rest. At one such stop he relieved her of the heavy pack and strapped it to the saddle.

Pippa felt a constant nagging fear though, that they might pass other travellers on the remote path. True, they had met no one since leaving the village. But there must be people, sometimes, who passed this way. Would her master allow her to cover herself if they saw anyone coming? Would he allow other men to see her with her breasts bare? And what about later, when they reached his village? Would she be publicly exposed there?

In fact Pippa need not have feared this type of humiliation. The Arian Scriptures were explicit on the subject of women’s dress. In public, or in any place where she might be seen by any man other than her husband or master, a woman should be clothed modestly. The rules applied to free women and slaves alike.

They stopped altogether at sunset and he allowed Pippa to use some water to wash the dust from her body and her hair. He knew that the next day they would reach a tiny hamlet with a well where their supply could be replenished. He also showed Pippa how to lay out her clothes, and his, on some bushes and beat the dust from them. They ate and lay down to sleep beneath a blanket.  

Phlegethon had risen several hours before, huge and three quarters full, and loomed above them, its jagged craters alien and menacing. The distant mountains glowed in its pale light. The scene would have been beautiful had not Pippa been so afraid.

Her master was taking her up into those mountains. Pippa knew that. She must appease him. Her survival depended on it. Suppose he simply tired of her? Or suppose his wife was jealous, and hated her? Pippa thought that if she were a wife and her husband bought a concubine, she would hate the concubine. It was understandable. She had to make her master like her, so that he would protect her. If she was to survive, she would have to learn to please her master.

Pippa already knew a little of what was expected of a slave girl. She tried to remember all the advice Yelda had given her and what her master himself had taught her on their first night together. On the Evening Star she had listened horrified when Clara and the other ear tagged girls talked about the things the men had made them do. Her mother had told Clara not to discuss the subject at all, but her sister had told her anyway. Now Philippa was glad Clara had told her. If she was to survive, Pippa would have to use all the knowledge she had gleaned.

She knelt at her master’s feet. “Akzam,” she said softly, and touched her forehead to the dusty ground. She tried to copy the way she had heard Atkoi speak in Inglic, slowly but formally. “Your unworthy slave… begs you to forgive me… I am ignorant of your ways… but I can learn… I will work hard. I will learn to serve you, Master.”

Pippa pulled the cord to release her patang and raised her hips a little so that it fell from her body. Slowly, gently and timidly, she began to kiss her master, starting with his feet and moving gradually up. Her breasts stroked gently against his body as she moved.

Her blonde hair was shining in Phlegethon’s pale light. Noruo looked at her slim body and firm breasts. She looked shyly at her master and smiled. At the Rose Garden, Manuela had told her to smile more, to make the buyers like her. She whispered, “Akzam,” once more, and looked into her master’s eyes, hoping to discern some sign that she was beginning to assuage his anger.


29: THE MAIDENS OF NENUPHAR

What we have to learn to do, we learn by doing.

Aristotle.

When Amanda, Roxana and Anemone arrived at the Maidens of Nenuphar they were locked in a tiny room and told to wait. Honey was already there. Though naturally delighted to see her daughter, Amanda was dismayed to learn that Honeysuckle had been bought by Akkadis Leisure.

The following morning a pretty, cheerful young woman named Binka, wearing a badge on her waistcoat inscribed simply with the number ‘1,’ led them to the manager’s office. The Maidens of Nenuphar was a sizeable building with several floors and they glimpsed lifts, stairs, corridors, kitchens and staff quarters before emerging into a large room with tables, seats, a long bar stocked with many different kinds of drinks, and a small stage. The room was deserted as the Maidens was closed, and the mirror balls and coloured lights were unlit. The tables and seats further from the stage were raised to afford their occupants a better view. Some tables had partitions between them, creating little alcoves from which their occupants could see but not easily be seen. High on one wall was a row of what appeared to be large mirrors. This room, Binka explained, was the Lounge Bar.

It was then that the four new arrivals caught sight of a creature very approximately human in form, carrying an enormous keg of beer entirely unaided.

Amanda saw it first, the others a moment later. None of them dared to stare at it. They were in enough trouble already, without being accused of rudeness. Nevertheless they saw that it had very short legs, a round barrel of a torso and short thick arms terminating in reddish leathery hands, each with three webbed fingers with nails like claws. But its most horrifying features were its face and head. The face was covered in leathery skin, a deep pink, almost purple in colour. For a mouth it had a wide slit curving down on both sides like a fish’s mouth, with no lips and no chin in the usual sense; its lower jaw simply sloped down into its neck. It had small holes where its nose and ears should have been. Immediately above its tiny round eyes, its forehead receded so that Amanda wondered whether it was possible for the creature to have much brain at all. Its scalp was bare except for a few wisps of very fine black hair. Its exposed flesh had white patches of dead skin which were gradually peeling off. The creature seemed all the more horrifying because it resembled a human so closely. If it had been entirely alien in appearance, it would have been less shocking. Amanda knew she ought to feel pity for the poor creature, but she felt only revulsion and fear.

Is it a xenogene? she wondered. Amanda had never seen a xenogene but she knew that such creatures existed in the remotest parts of the Great Plateau where it was difficult for true humans to survive and breathe properly. What heartless, inhuman cruelty it must have taken to create such creatures! But if it really was a xenogene, why had it been brought to the city?

In a moment Binka had led them out of the bar, through an archway and up some steps. She knocked on a door and a woman’s voice ordered them to enter. Binka grinned cheerfully and gestured them inside. The room contained a window which looked down onto the Lounge Bar below, and they realised that what had appeared to be mirrors must be one-way glass.

This was the office of the manager, or to be precise manageress, of the Maidens of Nenuphar. She was in her early fifties, with dark wavy hair beginning to turn gray. The woman stood. The four girls, also standing, had noticed a rod which lay on the manageress’s desk. In fact they could not keep their eyes off it. It appeared to be a goad, similar to the terrible object used by Manuela at the Rose Garden.

The manageress asked each of the girls their names, ages, and enquired about their backgrounds and education. Then she gestured to Roxie and said, “You. Remove your dress.”

Roxie, who of all the four women had reason to remember the goad, removed the Rose Garden dress.

“And the bra.” Blushing, Roxie obeyed, but covered her breasts with her arms.

“And the panties,” the manageress added.

This time Roxie hesitated. “Please, I don’t think I’m really meant to be here. You see, I--”

But the manageress never did hear why Roxie was not supposed to be at the Maidens of Nenuphar. Roxie never finished her sentence. The manageress’s hand shot out and struck the side of the Roxie’s head with her palm so forcefully that the girl’s head was whipped sharply to one side and she fell to the ground. Amanda, standing beside her, almost bent forward to help her up, but then remembered the goad.

“Stand up,” snapped the manageress. Roxie did not appear to hear her. “Stand up!” repeated Mrs Knott more forcefully, as though she were offended by Roxie’s rudeness and laziness in presuming to lie down in her presence. For several seconds Roxie was unable to comprehend how she came to be on the floor in the first place. She struggled to her feet with her head still spinning from the blow.

The manageress seized Roxie’s ear firmly and twisted it, pulling the girl’s face close to her own before speaking. With new girls it was sometimes necessary to establish very clearly who was slave and who was mistress. Roxie stared into the woman’s angry, terrifying face. She had never seen anyone so angry before. She had not meant to make the woman angry, but she knew she was in terrible trouble now.

“Listen to me very carefully, Roxana,” said the manageress slowly. Her voice seethed with anger and as she spoke it became louder and angrier still. “My name is Mrs Knott. When you address me, you will call me either ‘Mrs Knott’ or ‘Ma’am.’ I do not mind which. But it must be one or the other. I will not have ill mannered little trollops in this house. Do you understand me, girl?”

“Yes, ma’am, I’m sorry, ma’am,” said Roxie. Her face was held only inches from Mrs Knott’s face. She noticed that the horrible woman had a sty on one eyelid. The manageress must have been about the same age as Roxie’s mother, Roxie thought, but totally devoid of any maternal feeling.

“I am in charge of this house, Roxana,” continued the manageress, who was now almost shouting. “And you are wrong. You are meant to be here, because this in a whorehouse and you are a whore. When I tell you to do something you will do it and you will do it immediately. You will wear what you are told to wear. If you are good, you will meet nice gentlemen who will be kind to you. You will have pretty clothes to wear and you will have fun. It will be like having a party every single night. But if you are bad,” and at this point Mrs Knott brought her face even closer, “if you are bad I will have you sent to the Gilded Cage. It’s not a nice house like this. The men there are not gentlemen. They are rough. It’s in Agrinova, where the Marines base is. When the boys go off on patrol they know they won’t see a woman for six months, so they like to have a girl before they go. And when they get back they want a woman again. Sometimes the girls at the Gilded Cage have five hundred customers a month. A delicate little thing like you wouldn’t survive half a year there. They’d ruttock you to death and throw out your carcase with the trash. Or maybe you’ll be sent to the Arena. Or the Zoo. The men don’t touch you at all at the Zoo. They just watch. So don’t you dare tell me you shouldn’t be here, Girl, just be thankful you are here.”

Specks of Mrs Knott’s saliva landed on Roxie’s face, but Roxie dared not wipe them away. She was confused and frightened. She was shocked that a lady who at first seemed polite and well spoken should use such vulgar language. She was still trying to digest the information Mrs Knott had imparted when the woman lifted Roxie’s face and calmly said, “Now answer me very carefully, Roxana. Are you going to be good?”

“Yes, ma’am,” said Roxie again. “I’m very sorry, ma’am.”

“Good girl. Take your panties off now.”

Still shaking, Roxie obeyed. “That’s much better. The rest of you, take your clothes off too,” added Mrs Knott.

“Yes, ma’am,” the other three terrified girls all chimed together. Suddenly the manageress was calm again, but they sensed that her anger might erupt once more at the slightest provocation. None of them wanted to be the focus of that anger.

Mrs Knott examined their features carefully. She knew her business well. All the girls were of the type that her gentlemen would like. The buyer had done his job well. Iratos could usually be relied upon. They had pretty faces, slim waists, firm breasts and good figures generally. They were educated, well spoken and intelligent. The one called Amanda, the dam of Honeysuckle, had obviously looked after herself carefully. She had an attractive face and a figure which many girls in their twenties would have envied. Perhaps her breasts sagged very slightly, but that could easily be remedied. As for the two virgins, she already had one or two gentlemen in mind who would pay handsomely to break them in. There was a certain wealthy Imperial visitor in town who was throwing a lot of money around. His name was Henderson, and Mrs Knott guessed he was on Akkadis for business of some sort. Imperial visitors were rare, and Henderson must have connections in high places. Mrs Knott had been told to see that Henderson was looked after while he was in Akkad. The other important gentleman was Mr Ipoletz. Mrs Knott had the impression that he had recently come into a great deal of money. That was very good. Those who made their money quickly were sometimes apt to spend it quickly. Those who spent a lifetime accumulating their wealth tended to be more frugal.

“There is one other thing I must warn you about, and that is Gumbo,” Mrs Knott continued. She was calm now. Her outburst of anger had achieved the desired effect. “You have seen Gumbo. You saw him when you come through the Lounge Bar.” The girls realised that Mrs Knott was referring to the deformed creature they had seen earlier. Somehow having a name, even a ridiculous name like an animal, made him seem more pitiable. “Gumbo is strong and works very hard,” continued Mrs Knott. “He is an important member of my team. He carries heavy things, and if a difficult or violent gentleman comes in or if there is a fight, Gumbo will make the man leave.” (Mrs Knott might also have added that Gumbo did not require any payment, except for his food, a place to sleep and occasional use of one of the girls; but his remuneration package was no business of the new slaves.)

“Sometimes Gumbo is called upon to discipline one of the girls,” Mrs Knott continued. “He uses a cane to do that. It is a very unpleasant cane, made of rattan. A lot of gentlemen come to watch when Gumbo canes a girl. I like the girl to be bare when she is caned. Completely bare, and stretched over the flogging stool. I have found the gentlemen prefer it that way. They find it amusing, and they pay generously. We have a little show here every Wednesday night. We call it our Entertainment Night. Sometimes I let Gumbo cane a girl on Entertainment Night. Because Gumbo is very strong, he canes the girl rather hard. I have tried asking him not to cane them quite so hard, but he takes no notice. He gets carried away and he forgets to do what I tell him to do. This does not do any permanent damage to the girl, but it is very painful. A girl who has felt Gumbo’s cane once, always tries her very best never to feel it again.” Mrs Knott was speaking slowly. She did not want the new girls to miss any of the details. Honey and Ana gasped with dismay. Mrs Knott approved. They had not even seen Gumbo’s cane yet, and already it was having a salutary effect.

Mrs Knott continued. “But caning a girl makes Gumbo very excited. If he gets excited, and then he’s not allowed to have what he wants, he gets very angry. Very angry indeed. The other staff find it difficult to manage him. So after Gumbo canes a girl he is allowed a little treat. I allow him have the girl for an hour or two.” At this point the gasps gave way to horrified whimpers. “Gumbo is not very handsome,” continued Mrs Knott. “I do not think that even his own mother would call him handsome. Most of the girls do not like serving underneath Gumbo.” This was an understatement of epic proportions. “Gumbo is ugly, but his taste in women is as refined as any gentleman’s. Unless you happen to like Gumbo very much indeed and you want to have him on top of you for an hour or so, I very strongly suggest that you all do your very best to be very good and make every one of your gentleman customers very happy and pleased with you. If you do not, you will find yourself getting to know both Gumbo and his cane much more… intimately.” Mrs Knott smiled and paused for her new recruits to digest the full horror of her meaning.

“Tonight you will begin to learn what will be expected of you here. In the meantime, Binka will show you where to go.” Mrs Knott rang a little bell on her desk, and Binka entered the room immediately. The four girls stooped to retrieve their dropped clothes. “No, leave those,” said Mrs Knott. “You will not be needing them now. Binka will find you all pretty dresses to wear for tonight.”

Binka led the four girls, entirely bare, to a store room upstairs. They were frightened and humiliated by their interview with Mrs Knott but relieved to have escaped without punishment.

Binka seemed very friendly. She had a round, pretty face, with long dark hair and an attractive figure. She was twenty-one: just a year older than Roxie and a year younger than Ana, but infinitely more experienced than either. Mrs Knott and her gentlemen had been thorough in that regard.

They were further dismayed when Binka issued them with their new clothes. Amanda and Ana were each given a long pale blue silky dress, low cut, with narrow straps and split on one side right up to the waist so that their left thighs would be visible when they wore them. Amanda at first thought they were nightdresses; she was horrified to learn that they would be expected to wear them in public, in the lounge bar. Roxie and Honey were issued with slightly more modest long white dresses intended to advertise their virginity.

For less formal occasions they were each given skimpy shorts, and tee shirts which had the words, ‘Maidens of Nenuphar,’ printed on them, followed by the heart shaped badge of Akkadis Leisure and underneath it a slogan which they thought was more degrading still: ‘The Luxury You Can Afford.’   

Binka also gave them each a badge bearing a number, which they were to wear while on duty. Amanda’s number was eighty-eight. This did not mean, though, that there were eighty-eight girls at the Maidens of Nenuphar. There were in fact forty. It was a medium sized house, one of a number belonging to Akkadis Leisure, which also owned the Maidens of Amaryllis, the Gilded Cage and several other houses, a shopping centre, restaurants, and farms which were used both for growing food and for breeding slaves.

Binka said she did not know whether Akkadis Leisure had bought Tom. If it had, it was possible he might have been sent to one of the farms. Amanda made up her mind to ask Mrs Knott whether she had heard anything of her son. She was afraid of the manageress, but she had to try to find out. Perhaps if she asked very respectfully Mrs Knott might answer her question.

Binka also explained that the whole of Akkadis Leisure belonged to a very wealthy lady called Mrs Carno. Amanda and Honey exchanged a glance, wondering if it were possible that their neighbour, their former neighbour now, owned Akkadis Leisure. They knew Joan Carno was rich. And yet it was absurd. Surely a respectable lady would not own a business like this.

“You weren’t born slaves, were you?” Binka asked the four new girls. They said that they were not. “I didn’t think so. I can tell. It’s very hard at first, but you’ll get used to it.”

But Roxie, Ana, Honey and Amanda did not think they would ever get used to serving at the Maidens of Nenuphar.


30: A NIGHT AT THE OPERA

Life would be tolerable, were it not for its amusements.

Sir George Lewis

Detested sport! Which owes its pleasures to another’s pain.

William Cowper: The Task

It was Wednesday evening and the Lounge Bar of the Maidens of Nenuphar was crowded. The calendar on Akkadis, as on most worlds, Imperial, independent or Atkoi, was divided into weeks of seven days. Many attempts had been made over the centuries to devise more rational systems but they had proved neither popular nor lasting.

It was now several days since Amanda, Honey, Roxie and Ana had arrived at the Maidens. They were standing in the office of Mrs Knott, together with Carys, Clara, Nysha and Leah, the girls from the Evening Star who had been bought by Akkadis Leisure and had arrived at the Maidens the evening before.

The new girls had been ordered to watch the evening’s Entertainment attentively. Mrs Knott intended it to be an instructive experience for them all. All the new girls except for Aimee were present, and the absence of their friend worried the Evening Star girls.

Mrs Knott began by explaining about the various types of pleasure houses in Akkad City. Every conceivable speciality was catered for. In some, the girls simply danced, bare, on a stage, and if they caught a gentleman’s eye they would be sent to a private room to entertain him. Other houses specialised in massage. Others were flogging houses, which gentlemen might visit to watch a girl being caned, publicly or even privately. Squeals of Delight was such a house, and so were Yelps and Love Hurts. The girls already recognised some of these names and they were appalled to realise that some of their friends were now incarcerated within them. Bonnie and Jasmine had both been sold to such establishments. Roxie’s heart sank as she remembered the sign outside Squeals of Delight. She understood, now, the slogan, ‘We Squeal, You Delight.’

Squeals of Delight was a long established pleasure house. Yelps was relatively new. It had initially been known as Yelps of Pleasure, but the owner of Squeals of Delight had taken it to court alleging breach of copyright. The names were too similar. The matter was eventually settled out of court. To avoid a costly case which he had no guarantee of winning, the defendant had offered to shorten the name simply to ‘Yelps,’ and the plaintiff had accepted this compromise. The owner of Yelps was not unduly disappointed. ‘Yelps’ was an easily remembered name with a certain snappy ring to it. In fact many of the staff and customers had called it ‘Yelps’ for short anyway, even before the name had been officially shortened.

It was reminiscent of another house, called simply Bumps, where all the girls were kept at various stages of pregnancy. The owners of Bumps also owned a breeding farm where the gravid slaves were sent in the later months of their pregnancy to bear their babies, or ‘drop their whelps’ as Mrs Knott delicately explained. Later they would be made pregnant again. They would be ‘covered’ by a male slave called a stud.

When a slave girl was inseminated by a stud, they were both hooded. Neither the stud nor the dam was allowed to know the identity of the other parent. The owners did not want slave girls falling in love with other slaves. That might distract the gravid girl from her duties when she was eventually returned to the pleasure house to begin work again. The girls born on the farm were sent to auction when they reached the required age. Male foetuses were simply aborted. There was little demand for male slaves.

Mrs Knott’s audience were shocked into silence by this explanation but the manageress pressed on. There were other specialist houses including Snips, and A Cut Below, where the new girls were all circumcised shortly after arrival. “Some gentlemen like them like that,” explained Mrs Knott. Nysha, who had become close to Daisy, wept when she realised what awaited her friend at A Cut Below. Then there was the Zoo with its displays of bestiality, similar to the Arena. At Gummies, all the girls had their two middle front top teeth removed. “It’s for when they use their mouths,” explained Mrs Knott. “We don’t remove teeth here at the Maidens; but you’re all going to have to learn to serve on your knees.” The girls’ expressions ranged from puzzled, to embarrassed, shocked, disgusted and horrified, Mrs Knott noticed.

Other houses included Melons, and Top Heavy, which both specialised in big breasted girls. “Every new girl who arrives at Top Heavy has her tits pumped full of biosilicon gel,” explained Mrs Knott. “Some of them haven’t even got big tits when they’re bought. But they pump half a litre of gel into each tit to stretch them out. It hurts. Be glad we don’t do that here. We only do it if the girl really needs it.” The new girls were unanimously relieved to hear that last piece of information. But when Mrs Knott uttered the words, ‘if the girl really needs it,’ she glanced very briefly at Amanda. Amanda noticed the gesture but she had no time to consider its implications because Mrs Knott was still speaking.

Such houses as Melons and Top Heavy were not to be confused with houses like Puppy Fat, and Puddings, which were known as ‘fat houses.’ All the girls in these latter establishments were plump. They were regularly administered with chemical injections to enhance their appetite and slow their metabolism. Typically they were fed on a diet high in sugar, flour and synthetic fats. At Puppy Fat, the pleasure slaves’ day began with breakfast: a bowl of prodigious size, filled with sugary porridge which they were all required to finish. Such girls were also exercised regularly, to keep their flesh firm rather than merely flabby. At Puddings for instance, the girls were exercised every Friday afternoon and gentlemen would come and sit on the balcony and be served drinks while the bare girls, sweating and panting for breath, were put through their paces in the large garden below.

Then there were the Cherry Orchard, and First Love, which specialised in providing virgins for wealthy gentlemen who were willing to pay for this luxury. Truly, the pleasure houses of Akkadis catered for their customers’ every possible taste.

But the Maidens of Nenuphar was like none of these. It was not a specialist house at all. It was, Mrs Knott explained, a ‘generalist’ house. The owner believed that Akkadis Leisure had grown into a great institution because it offered a little bit of everything. The gentlemen liked variety. They were bored by sameness. That was why they visited pleasure houses in the first place.

Of course the girls would serve the gentlemen drinks and dance for them. If a gentleman took a girl upstairs, she might be expected to bathe with him and massage him. The girls would be trained to do this in due course. But once a week, every Wednesday to be precise, the Maidens of Nenuphar provided a public display in the Lounge Bar. This was called Entertainment Night.

Sometimes the Entertainment took the form of a flogging. It was of course necessary to discipline a girl from time to time, either for failing to entertain a guest satisfactorily or for some misdemeanour on her part or simply because she failed to meet her weekly quota of earnings and satisfied customers. It was entirely logical to use this punishment as an opportunity to entertain the customers. In some respects, the flogging benefited the girl herself. Frequently a girl who was publicly caned enjoyed a period of popularity afterwards, with many more gentlemen requesting her company in the week which followed. Consequently she would easily attain her earnings target and be less likely to play a starring role in the next Entertainment Night.

Occasionally a client might consider it amusing to have a particular girl caned irrespective of whether she had caused any offence. Mrs Knott was a reasonable woman and if the gentleman was willing to pay for this privilege she would usually oblige.

Pregnant girls, Mrs Knott added, were not exempt from providing the Wednesday Night Entertainment. Some of the gentlemen found this especially entertaining. At this point Ana tensed, hardly daring to breath. The Maidens of Nenuphar often kept one or two of its girls pregnant, Mrs Knott explained. The selected girls would be sent to one of the company’s farms to be covered. They were returned to the pleasure house to continue work for a few months and then taken back to the farm to give birth. Amanda, standing beside Ana, squeezed her hand.

Sometimes, instead of a flogging, or perhaps in addition to it, some other display was provided to amuse the gentlemen. There were no displays of bestiality at the Maidens, though. At the Arena (which was also called Damsels in Distress) and the Zoo, they used zebras, donkeys, bulls, baboons and hyenas to provide this type of entertainment, but Mrs Carno did not consider the investment worthwhile. Instead, the Maidens had something just as good and perhaps better, something which none of its rivals had. It had Gumbo.

Gumbo loved nothing more than to give a girl a good, lengthy ruttocking, Mrs Knott explained coarsely. She noticed that several of the girls blushed and would not meet her eyes when she used the vulgar expression. That was good. The gentlemen liked modest, shy young women, as long as they were ultimately obedient.

Gumbo was not only willing, but invariably keen to play his part enthusiastically in any Wednesday Night Entertainment he could. He suffered neither stage fright nor embarrassment. He seemed to lack many human emotions. But usually the girl who had featured in the Entertainment would, if asked, say that she would rather have been flogged than have Gumbo cover her. And a girl who had been covered by Gumbo would not enjoy any surge of popularity among the clients. She might indeed find it difficult to fulfil her quota in the week to come. Although the gentlemen would hoot with laughter and loudly applaud the performance, they would choose other girls to take upstairs afterwards to slake their lust.

And finally, Mrs Knott added, there was one other device which was sometimes put to use in the Entertainment. It was known as the Saddle. “But I will not tell you about the Saddle now. Perhaps in a few weeks, you may see it in operation. I think you will find it interesting. Now it is almost time to begin. Watch, and learn,” the manageress concluded.

Mrs Knott touched a switch, and suddenly the girls could hear the low murmur of voices and the music from the bar. It was busy with customers, and girls scantily clad in dresses like their own, fetching and carrying drinks or sitting with the gentlemen.

There were more girls, dressed even more scantily, dancing on the stage and even on top of the bar where customers could reach out and touch them. The dancing girls were wearing bikinis which were each little more than a few tiny triangles of white cloth which glowed with an intense, almost bluish hue in the ultraviolet light which illuminated the bar and stage.

Suddenly, the music changed. The flowing, mellifluous dance music was replaced by a rhythmical beat. At this signal the dancing girls fled. Although the stage was now empty, the men at the tables who had been chatting or drinking now fell silent and paid attention as if waiting for something to happen.

An announcement began. It was Binka, full of smiles as usual. She was wearing a very short dress which barely covered her buttocks and upper thighs and which accentuated her slim waist and long legs. The dress was white, with blue edges at the top and bottom. A badge displayed her number, which was ‘One.’

Binka had not always been Number One in the Maidens of Nenuphar. The number had been allocated to her as an honour, in token of her services to the Akkadis Leisure Group, in the hope that other girls would emulate her charm, bubbly personality and in particular her earnings on behalf of the company. Her low number also accorded her certain privileges, and she was proud of it.

“Gentlemen!” began Binka. “Gentlemen, welcome! Welcome to the home of the finest live entertainment in Akkad City, for discerning red blooded men!” Some of the audience cheered and Binka smiled and paused before continuing. “Welcome to the Maidens of Nenuphar! It’s Wednesday night, and it’s Entertainment Night!” At this signal, all the girls screamed as if in excited joy and some of the men entered into the spirit of the occasion, clapping and cheering. The rhythmic beat of the music began again.

As they watched, Binka walked over to the side of the room where she took another girl by the hand. The second girl was wearing a short dress of a similar style to Binka’s, but plain white. Her badge number was fifty-one. The dress drew attention to her slim waist, rounded flaring hips and long legs. She had a sweet face and slightly wavy, long blonde hair tied in two kittentails which hung prettily down her back. Binka led the second girl around the large room so that the guests at all the tables could see her clearly. Then they turned to ascend the steps onto the stage. Even from up in Mrs Knott’s office, the girls could see that the blonde girl was white with fear.

The girl was Aimee.


31: TWIST AND SHOUT

Hi! I’m Binka! Me and my friends are waiting to meet you at the Maidens of Nenuphar. Come and visit us! You deserve a treat! And you can afford any one of us!

Extract from the Maidens of Nenuphar Photobrochure. (Akkadis Planetary Infoband)

The girls in Mrs Knott’s office watched in silence. They were afraid: afraid for Aimee and what was going to happen to her, and afraid of what it would mean for them.

Unresisting, Aimee Pembroke allowed Binka to lead her onto the stage. Before this ordeal began, Aimee had wondered what Kyra would have done had she been in her place. Would she have complied meekly or would she somehow have persuaded Mrs Knott to spare her? But what could she possibly have said to change the terrible woman’s mind? Outright defiance was certainly not an available option. But I will resist nonetheless, Aimee thought. No matter what they do, I will not scream, I will not cry and I will not beg. I will show them how a Borobuduri faces adversity. I will shame them with my courage.

Now she was on the stage, Aimee felt more alone than ever. She looked at the sea of faces around her. Some were grinning, anticipating an entertaining display. This was, after all, the reason for their presence. It was called the Entertainment. Others were drinking or chatting to companions. Mostly the audience were men, male customers, although the female staff of the Maidens of Nenuphar, the slave girls, were sitting with many of the clientele. A display such as this was a good opportunity to persuade the gentlemen to part with their money. The girls would fetch the gentlemen drinks from the bar, and after the entertainment many aroused men would want to take a girl to one of the private rooms upstairs. This was the purpose of the Entertainment: to encourage business on what would otherwise be a quiet evening in the middle of the week.

As well as male customers and female staff, there were a very few female guests in the audience. The management of the Maidens of Nenuphar permitted lady customers, provided of course that they were not independent prostitutes plying their trade on the premises. But the occasional lady, perhaps escorted by a male friend and curious as to what went on in such places and possibly even excited by the Entertainment, could do no harm to the business. On this particular evening there were indeed several ladies sitting discreetly with their companions at various tables. One or two were probably single professional women in their twenties or thirties, and there was a group of several girls and young men who appeared to be students from the University of Akkad who were drinking and sometimes calling out comments, but their banter was good natured. Mrs Knott did not anticipate any unpleasantness.

Aimee on the other hand, anticipated considerable unpleasantness. She was filled with dread for what was about to happen. She knew it would be quite as horrible as anything Scamander or Boolg and Smales had done to her, and quite as bad as the auction at the Rose Garden, or being branded. She looked with dismay at the sea of faces, some lustful, some amused, but all eager and all keenly interested in what was about to happen.

Then she became aware of the solidly built wooden structure which dominated the small stage. This must be what Mrs Knott had called the flogging stool. It did not look like any stool Aimee had ever seen before. It was obviously not built to be sat upon. It consisted of a thick round horizontal beam about waist high and four feet long, supported at each end by an A-shaped pair of posts to keep it steady. Planks at the bottom gave the structure stability and prevented any of the timbers moving. It appeared old and the wood was varnished dark brown. Aimee had been afraid even before she saw the structure, but actually seeing it and knowing that in a few moments she would be strapped onto it, made it seem more real, more immediate and more terrifying still.

Mrs Knott had by now left her office and made her way to the stage to preside over the proceedings. She was wearing a formal long black evening gown. As well as Aimee and Binka there were two other slave girls assisting the proceedings: Lucie, a pretty twenty-four year old blonde and Anthea, an equally attractive brunette, nineteen years of age. Lucie and Anthea were dressed alike in short cropped bra tops and thigh length flared skirts which were edged in blue to match Binka’s dress. Their numbers were displayed prominently on their tops. Both girls were anxious that the gentlemen should notice and remember their numbers.

Lucie had not always been a slave. She was born on the outlying Imperial world of Aguesseau to well-to-do parents who had named her Lucinda. She had been abducted by Atkoi raiders six years before, taken to Akkadis, branded and sold at the Rose Garden. She had been purchased first by the Cherry Orchard and after a few months sold on to Akkadis Leisure. Now she was serving in the Maidens of Nenuphar.

The first two years had been the worst. She had still hoped to be rescued then, but eventually the pretty blonde had accepted the inevitable and adapted to her new reality. Thanks to her good looks and cheerful personality she had become very popular with the gentlemen who frequented the Maidens. Lucie felt desperately sorry for the new girl, Aimee, but she also knew that nothing could be done to save her from her predicament.

Lucie and Anthea were smiling prettily and waving to the audience. They were pleased to have been selected to assist in the evening’s Entertainment. Unlike Aimee, their parts in the performance would be neither painful nor even especially humiliating. They were appearing only in supportive roles. Lucie had exceeded her earnings quotas in recent weeks and this was her reward. With the eyes of everyone upon her, she could expect to attract the attention of a number of gentlemen who might later request her services. Better still, she might even make new, regular customers.

Anthea had even more reason to be grateful for being allowed to assist in the Entertainment Night. She had recently failed two weeks in a row to meet her earnings target. This was not entirely her own fault. She was certainly a very pretty young woman and eager to please the gentlemen; but as all the girls at the Maidens were pretty and eager, and the targets were set deliberately high, none of them could afford to take success for granted. As a consequence of her failings Anthea had been selected to provide the spectacle on Entertainment Night a fortnight ago. She had been caned by Gumbo and then fastened to a bench and subjected to his clumsy but lengthy amorous attentions. The display had certainly provided ample entertainment both for the audience, who had hooted in both delight and derision, and for Gumbo; but it did nothing to help Anthea meet her earnings target in the week that followed. Consequently she was grateful to Mrs Knott for the opportunity to be seen in a better light. Anthea and Lucie both expected to exceed their earnings quota over the next few weeks.

Aimee was aware of none of these details. The music had suddenly stopped again and she felt the eyes of the entire room upon her. Even those guests who had been talking, drinking or laughing now turned their gaze upon her.

Binka guided Aimee across the stage and gestured to her to stand with her feet on a solid plank at the base of the wooden structure. At Binka’s direction, Aimee moved her feet apart so that each foot was next to a solid upright post. “Now keep very still,” whispered Binka.

Aimee felt Binka strap each of her ankles to an upright post. She could not have moved her feet then even if she had dared try. They were spread wide apart and firmly fastened. Aimee was facing the audience with the beam of the flogging stool in front of her, almost level with her waist.

When the girl’s ankles were firmly secured, Mrs Knott said, “Good. Now the stock and brace.” Aimee had no idea what this instruction was intended to mean, but she was not required to know. There was a murmur of approval from some of the audience and Aimee realised that they understood precisely what would happen next.

Lucie and Anthea hastened to obey and lifted up a thick, heavy wooden plank from which had been cut three semicircular holes or bites. This was known as the stock. The largest of these holes was halfway along the stock and it was a little bigger than Aimee’s neck. They slid the stock into place from in front of Aimee, so that the bite fitted around the girl’s neck. The two smaller holes near each end of the stock were for her wrists.

Next, Binka stooped to lift a smaller piece of wood, the same length as the stock. This was called the brace. They placed it behind Aimee’s neck so that her neck and wrists were now entirely encircled by wood. Lucie and Anthea fastened the stock and brace together at each end with bolts and spun the nuts firmly shut.

Aimee was now held perfectly in position. The stock, like a very wide collar, lifted her head prettily. Her hands were lifted and held each side of her neck. She blushed beautifully, conscious that she was the centre of so much attention and realising that as her hands were pulled back and lifted, her breasts were thrust forward and pressed against the thin fabric of her dress. The audience clearly appreciated the sight with which they were presented. There were murmurs of approval, and a number of shouts and catcalls, most of them indecent. Mrs Knott smiled. It was a good natured Wednesday night crowd, waiting to be entertained and willing to pay for it. They would not be disappointed.

For Aimee, worse was to follow. While Lucie and Anthea stood gracefully smiling and supporting each end of the stock and brace and grinning and waving to gentlemen in the audience, Binka inserted a wad of cloth into Aimee’s mouth and attached a broad strip of adhesive tape to hold it in place. The wad was a large one and it filled her mouth completely. Aimee felt it gradually expanding as it became damp. It was uncomfortable. She would be able to breathe through her nose and make muffled moans or whimpers, but anything approaching clear speech would be denied to her until the gag was removed.

Next, Binka loosened the fasteners at the back of Aimee’s dress. Aimee now realised why she had been given this particular dress to wear. It was of an unusual design. It could be removed even while her arms and ankles were held. It would be the work of a few seconds to unfasten the back and the neck strap. Sensing that she was to be publicly disrobed, Aimee desperately tried to turn to Mrs Knott and beg her to reconsider, but she was unable to turn, and the words emerged only as a frightened whimper which amused the audience but did not delay Binka from unfastening the dress so that it dropped to the floor. Binka gracefully stooped to retrieve it.

Aimee was now exposed to public view with only the tiny triangles of a small white bra and skimpy panties to protect her modesty. The bra was fastened with ribbons tied behind her neck and back, and the panties were fastened with a ribbon at each hip.

She was mortified to be exposed in such scanty attire but unable to move her hands or feet. She instinctively tried to crouch down and curl into a foetal position but Lucie and Anthea had been warned to expect something like this and they strained hard to keep her upright by supporting each end of the stock and brace.  Mrs Knott uttered the sharp commend, “Hold still!” and reinforced it with two sharp strokes of her rattan cane applied to the back of Aimee’s thighs, below her buttocks.

Mrs Knott wanted Aimee to understand clearly that in public her behaviour must be exemplary. Briefly the audience saw a different Mrs Knott. Instead of the charming, ladylike hostess, they saw for an instant the vicious tyrant which the girls themselves knew only too well.

Aimee squealed and arched her body forward so suddenly that the two girls supporting her were almost thrown off balance, but after that she remained still. Until she felt the first stroke she had not even been aware that Mrs Knott held the rattan. Now Aimee was gasping for breath and shaking, but determined not to risk receiving any further reminder to behave. On the table where the group of university students were sitting, one of the young men called out, “Ouch!” in pretended pain, and the others laughed.

“Gentlemen, please! Gentlemen, ladies and gentlemen, a few words if you please,” announced Mrs Knott. “I have pleasure in introducing to you a young lady named Aimee. Aimee is the star of our Entertainment tonight, and she--”

But Mrs Knott was interrupted by a loud call of, “Get Gumbo!” and several further shouts of, “Get her knickers off,” and, “Get Gumbo on top of her.” Mrs Knott smiled patiently. She had no intention of allowing Gumbo to participate in this evening’s Entertainment, however keen he may have been. Gumbo had been employed in that capacity only two weeks previously when he had flogged and covered Anthea. The following week a girl called Helen had been put on the saddle. It was important that the Entertainment did not become too repetitive. Mrs Knott knew her audience. They liked variety. Perhaps next week it could be Gumbo again. The week after that, it could be the saddle and perhaps some new dance routines the girls were practising. But this week it was Aimee and the flogging, and certainly not Gumbo.

“Gentlemen! Gentlemen, shame on you! Gumbo is still tired out after his performance with Anthea,” quipped Mrs Knott. Many of the audience remembered that Gumbo’s performance had been surprisingly lengthy. They laughed. She had them on her side. The Maidens girls also laughed, except for Anthea who wished the audience had not been reminded of that detail, but even she smiled politely. “But Aimee is a lovely young lady as you can see, she is well educated, and she was a virgin until very recently. I am sure you gentlemen can find a better use for her than having Gumbo on top of her.”

There was a murmur of laughter but no further calls for Gumbo. When Mrs Knott mentioned that Aimee was an Imperial, someone called out, “Then she belongs here.” Anti-Imperial feelings were running high and the man had spoken with the resentment which patriotic citizens of a weak country sometimes feel towards a neighbouring one which is guilty chiefly of being more successful than their own. “Gentlemen, Aimee is very inexperienced. She only arrived here a few days ago. She is shy, but very keen to learn, and she wants to please you, but you will need to teach her. I’m sure you’ll find her a quick learner.”

“Oh,” continued Mrs Knott, “I believe I forgot to mention to Aimee that here at the Maidens we like a girl to be bare when she is put over the stool. I always think that if a girl is bare, it adds a certain…pertinence to the occasion, don’t you think?” The audience laughed and cheered and howled their approval.

Mrs Knott turned to Aimee. “Aimee, my dear, would you mind if Binka removes your underwear? You look lovely in it, but I think the gentlemen would like to see a little more of you.” Aimee desperately shook her head and whimpered. “Gentlemen, I told you Aimee is still rather shy,” said Mrs Knott apologetically, and then added, “I shouldn’t worry, Aimee dear, they don’t really cover much of you anyway.”

Amid the laughter and shouts of “Get them off,” Binka pulled the cords which fastened Aimee’s bra and allowed it to drop to the floor. The gentlemen were not disappointed. Her breasts, while not large, were firm and pointed beautifully forwards. Then Binka pulled the ribbons on Aimee’s panties, first on her right and then on her left the left.

Aimee could not look down. The thickness of the stock prevented that, but she felt the last skimpy shreds of her modesty fall from her body and she knew that she was now displayed bare, entirely bare, with her breasts lifted and her legs stretched apart and her mons plucked smooth so that she was more exposed and more naked than she had ever been, exhibited for the delight of the spectators. Even on the Evening Star, nothing had prepared her for this. The room erupted into a spontaneous roar of approval so loud that for a few moments even Mrs Knott could not make herself heard. Agonised, Aimee closed her eyes and tried to block what was happening from her mind.

But the spectators blocked nothing from their minds. They appreciated what they saw. Their cheers and catcalls made that plain. Mrs Knott stopped trying to speak for several moments and simply grinned happily. Anthea and Lucie smiled politely and continued to hold each end of the brace firmly.

A number of men had already made a mental note of Aimee’s name and resolved to make her acquaintance more fully. Though she did not yet know it, Aimee was even now beginning to acquire the complement of clients which would enable her to survive in the Maidens of Nenuphar and help her to avoid participation in future Wednesday Night Entertainments.

Suddenly she was aware of a change in the mood of the audience. Instead of laughing and cheering, they were looking at something or someone behind her. There was a murmur of approval. It is about to begin, she realised. I will not scream. I will not cry. I will not beg.

She thought she heard Mrs Knott say something like, “And now the discipline,” but her words were drowned out by a cheer from the audience. Straining to turn her head, Aimee caught sight of a vision which made her heart sink. It was a man, dressed entirely in black. His face was obscured by a black leather hood or mask which covered his head down to his mouth. Holes were cut in it through which he could see. He wore a black, sleeveless tunic and black trousers. Aimee noticed the muscles rippling on his bare arms. Mrs Knott handed the man the rattan rod.

Aimee thought she knew the man’s name. It was Bowser, a male employee of the establishment. The black costume and mask served no purpose except to add drama to the entertainment. Bowser stepped forward, appearing to test the flexibility of the rod and making forceful whipping motions with it.

Aimee looked at the rod. It frightened her. She could not take her eyes off it. Like the flogging stool, the mere sight of the rattan made her predicament seem more horrible and real.

Mr Bowser is very strong, Aimee realised. He is going to cane me now, and he will use that rod.


32: WHAT A DIFFERENCE A DAY MAKES

The weak have one weapon: the errors of those who think they are strong.

Georges Bidault

Bowser demonstrated the force of the rattan, slicing it through the air vigorously. Aimee watched in dismay. Dimly she was aware of one of the female university students squeal with excitement. The rattan was as long as Bowser’s arm and as thick as his little finger. Aimee sensed from the way he flexed it that the rattan was dense and inflexible. She already knew that it was painful, terribly painful, even when Mrs Knott used it. But to have the hard unyielding rattan applied to her flesh by Mr Bowser, who was obviously strong, would be utterly, utterly unbearable.

Mrs Knott had also heard the girl student scream. Free women in the audience sometimes became excited when they were watching a girl being disciplined, perhaps imagining that they themselves were about to be stretched over the stool and caned. It was a fantasy which could only ever be enjoyed vicariously, never in person. None of the girls who belonged to the Maidens of Nenuphar were under any illusion that a caning could possibly be enjoyed. She also noticed that Aimee was staring at the rattan, transfixed. This was a characteristic behaviour in a slave. Unable to influence the outcome in any way, knowing only that she was to be disciplined, a girl’s mind would fixate entirely on the instrument of that discipline.

Suddenly Bowser stepped behind Aimee. She tried to turn her head to keep the rattan in view. “Face the front,” he instructed her. Aimee obeyed immediately. Bowser reached around her, placed his right hand firmly on her breast and squeezed.

The disgusting man was fondling her, in public view! For a moment Aimee’s outrage overcame her fear and she squawked in protest and squirmed forward. A mild ripple of laughter passed through the audience and Aimee realised that by struggling she was merely enhancing their entertainment.

“Hold still,” Bowser warned her, and to Anthea and Lucie he said, “Stretch her over.” The two girls holding the brace leaned Aimee forward. With her ankles still fastened securely, her hips were pressed against the thick horizontal beam and her upper body was bent forward and down until the brace was touching the supporting legs of the flogging stool. Aimee heard Lucie and Anthea each slide another bolt into place. She was now fixed immovably in place, bent almost double with her legs and ankles stretched wide apart. Her hips were resting on the beam and her upper body was sloping downwards. Aimee whimpered and squirmed in discomfort, although very little movement was possible.

She felt the stool being moved. For the first time, Aimee realised that it was resting on tiny wheels or castors. Lucie and Anthea rotated the stool until Aimee’s buttocks faced the audience, with her legs stretched apart so that her intimate parts were exposed to their view. Aimee herself was looking backwards between her own legs and could actually see many of the audience, framed upside down between her thighs. They must be able to see her face, her breasts, her legs, her buttocks, everything, Aimee realised, mortified.

Mrs Knott watched with approval. Aimee had a nice rump, she thought, and slender, shapely legs. The gentlemen would enjoy the show. She paused for just long enough for them to drink in the scene presented to them and then said, “When you’re ready, Mr Bowser.”

Evidently Mr Bowser was ready. Aimee felt the rattan tap her buttocks as though Bowser was marking the place where the first stroke would fall. Now it will begin, she thought. I am going to be caned.

Aimee heard the whistle of the first stroke and the sharp crack as it cut into her buttocks. Then a paroxysm of pain overwhelmed her and her actions became involuntary. She clenched her buttocks and thrust her hips first forward  against the beam and then up and then side to side, wildly clenching and unclenching her buttocks as though in the throes of sexual ecstasy. As if to accentuate the analogy she squealed lengthily and repeatedly. The squeals were high pitched and the rag in her mouth could not muffle the urgency of her tone.

The audience listened and watched in fascination. A few jaded clients laughed, but most watched in silence, drinking in every detail. The student who considered himself witty called out “Ouch,” again, and his companions laughed, but not as much as they had the first time. A female guest screamed and clutched her male companion, who grinned and slid his arm down to her waist.

Without exception, each of the girls of the Maidens of Nenuphar who were watching felt thankful that it was Aimee and not herself who was stretched over the flogging stool that night, receiving the attentions of Bowser and his rattan. They were neither malicious nor especially selfish, but each knew that she might have been chosen had Aimee not been selected.

Then Aimee felt the rattan tap her buttocks again, as Bowser selected the position of his second stroke. By now she had regained the power of thought. Why did this awful man have to cane her so hard? It was not necessary. She would be good. She would do whatever was required of her. She would never be disobedient. She would have promised them that, if only she were not gagged. Wildly she shook her head. She tried to cry out, “Please! Please! Please! Please! Please! Please!” begging Bowser or Mrs Knott to show some mercy, but her cries were audible only as urgent, shrill whimpers. Mrs Knott smiled. Aimee was performing exceptionally well. The audience were loving every moment.

The second stroke whistled through the air and made contact with a sharp crack. Again the witty student called out “Ouch,” and again Aimee responded with a frenzy of uncontrolled thrusting, wriggling, clenching and unclenching of her buttocks and shaking of her head and squealing.

After a few moments Aimee felt a third tap on her buttocks. She tensed herself for another vortex of pain. She heard the whistle of the rattan, but Bowser brought it down deliberately, harmlessly on one of the legs of flogging stool. Aimee reacted reflexively, squealing and gasping as though she had been struck. A murmur of genuine amusement passed through the audience. Mrs Knott was pleased with Bowser. He was an artist, a consummate artist. Any fool could stretch a girl over the stool and flog her, but it took a true professional to entertain a crowd like this.

Dismayed, Aimee realised that she had so far received only two strokes. There would be twelve altogether. Each was unbearable, and she had ten more to endure. She felt the tap on her buttocks, and then the third stroke.

By the fifth stroke Aimee had lost count. Neither Mrs Knott nor Bowser nor the audience were in any hurry. After the sixth stroke, Bowser paused. He gestured to Binka to come closer and he held out his long second finger towards her mouth. Understanding what was required, Binka moistened his finger so that it was wet with saliva.

Aimee felt the revolting man’s fingers sliding along her labia. Then she felt his finger actually penetrate her. It was the sort of disgusting thing that Scamander and Smales had done to her on the Evening Star, but even they had not done it on a stage in front of an audience.

Then she heard Bowser speaking to her. “You enjoy it, yes?” he said in poor Inglic. She shook her head wildly and whimpered. Perhaps he would show her some mercy. “But my finger, you like how it feel, yes?” He slid it in and out. Suddenly Aimee understood. If she cooperated, perhaps he would be lenient. She nodded vigorously. “You slide up and down,” he said very quietly. “You show people you enjoy it very good.” Aimee rocked her pelvis back and forth, as if enjoying the simulated coition.

“Oh did you see that? How disgusting! How can she do that?” remarked one of the girl students. Her friends mumbled something in agreement.

Then Bowser spoke again, very quietly, to Aimee. “Afterwards, I take you upstairs, I give you damn good ruttocking. You like that, yes?” Aimee nodded vigorously. Her kittentails, still hanging downwards, bobbed prettily. It was very important to show Mr Bowser that she would do whatever he wanted. She made a little whimper which she hoped he understood meant, “Yes.”

Then Bowser extracted his finger and began the second half of the Entertainment.

When at last Bowser was finished, Mrs Knott addressed the audience. “Gentlemen! Ladies! As you can see, Aimee is a lively lass!” Aimee winced as Mrs Knott punctuated each of the last two words with a firm slap on her buttocks. A dozen raised welts, some overlapping, already turning a deep reddish purple, crossed Aimee’s buttocks and the back of her thighs. “What this girl needs is a good hard ruttocking!” continued the manageress, again emphasising the last three words with three proprietary slaps to Aimee’s raised buttocks. “She would love to wriggle and squeal like that with one of you gentlemen on top of her! Wouldn’t you, Aimee dear?” she added, ruffling Aimee’s hair. Aimee nodded quickly and whimpered her assent, still with her head upside down. “That’s a ‘Yes’,” translated Mrs Knott. “But I am afraid Aimee will not be available to serve you tonight, as she is indisposed.” The audience laughed. “But she will be available in two days time. Remember, her name is Aimee and her number is fifty-one! What’s her name, girls?”

The girls of the Maidens of Nenuphar dutifully trilled in unison, “Aimee, ma’am.”

“And what’s her number?”

“Fifty-one, ma’am.”

“And we’ve got lots more girls to suit every taste, and every one of them is very keen to please. Very Keen! Aren’t you, girls?”

“Yes, ma’am,” chorused thirty or more feminine voices, louder than ever.

Mrs Knott concluded by reminding the audience that the Maidens of Nenuphar was the home of real live entertainment, and all the girls and some of the guests cheered. The music began and those girls who had not already been selected by customers hurried to the stage, smiling cheerfully, to begin dancing. Even as Mrs Knott watched, one of her deputies, a woman named Ronika, fetched four of the dancing girls from the stage. Their presence had been requested by different clients and the four girls, three brunettes and a blonde, hurried smiling to different tables. It was going to be an excellent evening, Mrs Knott knew.

Aimee was unfastened. Aware that her ordeal was over, for now at least, she was shaking and crying uncontrollably. Binka helped her upstairs to the girls’ dormitory. Although she would not be serving any paying customers that night, she had an appointment to keep. Bowser had made her a promise and when his official duties for the evening had been completed, he intended to keep it.

In Mrs Knott’s office, the watching girls had been shocked into a silence broken only by the occasional gasp, at first of outrage and horror, then pity and fear. The Evening Star girls in particular wept for Aimee. Carys bit her fist as she watched her friend’s ordeal. They watched, and tried to look away, and watched again. Each knew it might have been herself stretched over the flogging stool. Each knew that next time, perhaps it would be. Each knew she belonged to a pleasure house, and each knew what Mrs Knott and the customers she called her gentlemen would expect of her. Each asked herself the same question: when she was required to serve as a pleasure slave, would she submit to what was required and learn to serve and please the gentlemen, or would she resist and face the flogging stool? And each girl in the depths of her heart decided upon the same answer. She would submit.

And in that instant, each of them was changed forever. Until that moment they were eight young women who had been abducted or proscribed. But by the time they had finished watching Aimee perform in the Wednesday Night Entertainment, they had become eight slave girls. Aimee, too, in her public torment, had reached the same decision. No matter what was required of them, no matter what Mrs Knott and her gentlemen demanded of them, no matter how disgusting the girl student sitting at the table near the stage thought they were, they would submit. Their bodies had been branded at the Rose Garden but their hearts and minds were marked no less indelibly, that night at the Maidens of Nenuphar.

It was then that they were informed of the shocking news. They would spend the next day, Thursday, being intensively trained in the duties which would soon be required of them. On the following day, the Friday, they would begin work in earnest as pleasure slaves.


33: IT SEEMED A GOOD IDEA AT THE TIME

For it is your business, when the wall next door catches fire.

Horace: Epistles, Book 1:18

Rurik III: Great Kzam of All the Atkoi. Born 2959. In 2970, his father and most of the Otheris clan were slaughtered on Asphodel by Baratkoi raiders. Rurik himself was held captive for a year before escaping and seeking refuge with the Usoni clan. Rising to leadership among them by means of his military genius, he forcibly united several tribes and by the time he was thirty had gained overlordship of Atkonium, Asphodel, Ziandakush and several neighbouring planets. In 2999 he married Athanasia, daughter of the Emperor Aethelstan IV. Shortly thereafter he defeated the Dumaquiti and Baratkoi tribes at the Emperor’s behest, incorporating their domains into his Kzamate.

New Galactic Encyclopaedia, (Infopress: Nenuphar)

Viktor Quindigan was possibly the richest and certainly one of the most powerful of the sixteen oligarchs who effectively ruled Akkadis. He was sitting in a comfortable chair talking to Igor Bleeny the slave dealer about the consequences to slave prices and availability if war broke out. The trafficking of goods between planets would be disrupted. On the other hand a general breakdown of law and order might result in more raids on remote, undefended settlements, and therefore more slaves taken. Either way the important thing was that Akkadis should either remain neutral or be on the winning side. The Atkoi were vigorous, aggressive, and at the moment at least, united. For the first time they had a single leader who had conquered most of the tribes and forced the remainder into alliance with him. The Empire on the other hand was weak, poorly led, and cared more about the immediate prosperity and comfort of those dwelling on its Central Planets than about its long term security and social fabric. And yet the Empire’s sheer size, its vast population and resources, lent it strength.

Quindigan much preferred Akkadis to remain neutral and to play the Kzamate and Empire off against each other. The Reform Party had been a threat to that neutrality. They wanted to cosy up to the Empire. Such foolish nonsense would have meant, in practice, offending the Kzam and then being forced to make concessions to appease him. The results could have been disastrous.

Ironically enough, the Empire itself had now dealt with the Reform Party. An Imperial Ambassador was on Akkadis. He had met various Oligarchs and he was spending money freely, paying bribes which were enormous even by Akkadisi standards, it was rumoured, as though he could buy Akkadis. To an extent, Quindigan supposed, he could.

The Ambassador’s name was Scamander, although he was using the name Henderson to preserve his anonymity.  He was also a cleric in the Holy Orthodox Church, the Empire’s church. Scamander had already arranged to have several members of the Reform Party proscribed. There had not been a huge number of executions and they were not all from the top echelons of the party. Scamander’s plan had not been to exterminate or even to decapitate the Reform Party but to terrorise it into behaving responsibly. The plan had evidently worked. The reformers were now allowing their opponents a free hand in the Senate. Quindigan had neither helped nor hindered Scamander’s machinations. It had not been necessary to intervene. He had simply allowed the cleric to do whatever he wished.

Quindigan admired Scamander’s cunning. Scamander obviously wanted a corrupt, bribable Akkadis. He did not want reform or openness. He preferred Akkadis just the way it was. The Empire could get its way on Akkadis without the uncertainty of having to deal with a freely elected government. Quindigan approved. He too, liked Akkadis as it was. Despite what some people thought, he was not a wantonly cruel man, but it was far better that a dozen or so families be destroyed than for the whole Commonwealth to be put in jeopardy.

But Akkadis also had to remain on good terms with the Kzam. An Atkoi ambassador had also recently visited Akkadis. His name was Kateel and he had formally requested permission to build a Naval base on Akkadis. The Oligarchs could not possibly agree to that. To allow an Atkoi base to be built this close to Tolon would be tantamount to declaring war on the Empire. Akkadis would be crushed between two millstones and what was left of it would become the prize of whichever side won the war.

So the answer to Kateel had been negative. Of course Kateel had been expecting that. His purpose in asking for a naval base had been to make the Oligarchs more likely to accede to his next request, which was a little easier to grant. It was known that for years the Treasury of Akkadis had been buying up all the cinerium it could afford. Kateel wanted to buy as much of this as possible, discreetly. A deal had been agreed, but Quindigan felt a further gesture would be helpful.

The Kzam’s fortieth birthday was approaching. Quindigan knew how seriously the Atkoi took such occasions. A present was required: something suitable for a Kzam. The gift must not be so trivial as to be considered an insult nor so valuable as to imply that Akkadis owed the Kzam an apology or imply that it was trying to curry favour. It was this that had brought Quindigan to the Rose Garden. A pretty slave girl would make an excellent gift. Better still, two girls, either sisters, or very closely matching. For obvious reasons the girls should not be Atkoi. Imperials would do nicely though.

Quindigan did not of course explain all this in detail to Bleeny; only that he wanted to buy one or preferably two very exceptional but unmarked girls. It was the usual practice among the Atkoi for a new slave to be marked by her master, or at least by one of his eunuchs.

Quindigan looked at Kyra. She stood nervously before him, wearing a short white silk gown fastened with a silk cord. It was an ideal costume in which to present a girl for sale. It displayed her legs and the outline of her body, and the cord, pulled tight, accentuated her slim waist. It almost invited the buyer to loosen the cord and open the gown.

Kyra smelled fresh and clean and lightly perfumed and she was beautifully made up. Quindigan would have to steel himself not to be swayed unduly by her presentation. That was where Macrobius would be useful. He could be objective. Indeed, as a eunuch, Macrobius could be nothing other than objective towards a slave girl. He stood now on one side of the room, silent but wise. His advice would be essential.

“Come here, girl. I wish to speak to you,” said Quindigan. “Pour me some more tea first, I think.”

Kyra knew the man was very important. He seemed very serious, too, and he seemed like someone who was used to being obeyed, but he did not seem unkind. She sank gracefully to her knees before the tiny table on which she had placed the tray, poured the tea into the tiny cup and served it with sugar. She knelt close to his chair so that he could reach out to touch her if he so chose. If she was good, Kyra had been told, she would be bought by a kind master. If she was in the least uncooperative she would be sent to auction.

Quindigan asked Kyra some questions and she answered intelligently. He enquired her name and planet of origin. Then he asked her, “Do you understand what you now are, Kyra?” He was the first man to call her Kyra since the attack on the Evening Star. He seemed kind, she thought. It was important to make him like her. Anything was better than being branded and auctioned like an animal.

“I am a slave, sir.” She paused. “I understand that my life has altered.” She spoke good Inglic, with a soft, lilting accent which Quindigan thought was very attractive.

“But in your heart, Kyra, have you accepted your new reality?” Quindigan continued.

Kyra thought for a moment. “Of course, sir. What we cannot change we must accept.”

“A slave exists for one purpose only,” said Quindigan, “to serve and please and love her master. Do you understand that?”

“Yes, sir,” said Kyra. “But Sir, does not every woman exist to serve to please her man, and to love him, whether he is her husband or her master?” Then she smiled and tilted her head to a slight angle. It was a lovely gesture. Quindigan knew then that he had to buy the girl. He nodded, trying not to show Bleeny that we has impressed.

“Stand, and remove your gown,” Quindigan instructed her. Kyra glanced at Bleeny, who nodded. Blushing a deep red, Kyra obeyed. She stood still and straight, unable to meet Quindigan’s gaze. He stood and gently lifted her chin with his hand and carefully turned her head first to the left and then to the right, studying her features.

He examined the beautifully contoured body, breasts small but perfectly shaped hemispheres, slim waist, curving hips, long slender legs and firm toned stomach and skin. Her hair was fair, very nearly blonde. Large round eyes looked out of a sweet face. Quindigan squeezed one breast, testing it for firmness, and then the other. Bleeny had no objection to this. Quindigan was a good customer and genuinely interested in making a purchase. He was also extremely rich and probably the most powerful man on the planet. Kyra swallowed, close to tears. She was trying bravely to endure what must be utterly mortifying, thought Quindigan. He was impressed by her courage and determination.

“Crobe,” he said. Macrobius stepped forward and led Kyra to a couch, and gestured to her to lie down. Kyra realised from his distinctive robe and head gear that he was a eunuch, but she was frightened by his severe appearance. She tensed. It was going to hurt. It had hurt when Sutic had examined her.

After a few moments, Macrobius announced his verdict. “She is a virgin, Master.”

Quindigan nodded. It confirmed what he had already been told.

“Show me the other one,” said Quindigan. “I wish to see them together.” To Kyra he said, “You may put on your robe.” Still blushing, Kyra thanked him, gratefully donned and fastened the garment, curtsied and knelt again.

Bleeny had heard Quindigan’s tone and he knew that Quindigan would buy the girl. Bleeny would begin by asking a very high price. Quindigan would want to haggle. Bleeny would lower the price, but only a little, to save Quindigan from losing face.

Then Millicent was sent in, full of apprehension. She knelt next to Kyra, as she had been told, to emphasise their similarity of appearance.

Millicent Roche had been travelling with her parents and family from Stormhaven to Buprestis Ter when the Evening Star was attacked. Her father was a scientific advisor at the Stormhaven Division of the Imperial Patent Office, who had been transferred to another branch and was on his way to take up his new position. Millie was beautiful, intelligent and well educated. Now she was kneeling on a slave dealer’s floor on Akkadis.

The second girl was also very attractive, thought Quindigan. She was subjected to the same examinations as Kyra had been, and then the two girls were sent to wait outside. Quindigan wanted them both. In fact he was almost tempted to buy Kyra to keep for himself, but he resisted. A figure of forty-five thousand was agreed upon, for the pair. As an afterthought, Quindigan asked for Kyra and Millie to have Atkoi nose rings inserted.

Quindigan did not leave immediately. Most years, he would buy one or two new girls for his own seraglio, and sell or give away one or two of the older ones. While he was here it would do no harm to have a look at what else Bleeny had available.

Bleeny gave orders, and within minutes sixteen very attractive young women, dressed identically in white silk robes which barely reached their thighs, were lined up for Quindigan’s inspection. These were the remaining unsold captives from the Evening Star. Quindigan chose just one: Angela, a pretty brunette, the daughter of a dentist who had been travelling with his family on the Evening Star to Tolon to open a new dental practice there. The remaining fifteen girls were returned to their holding cell, wondering who would be the next to be sold.

They did not have long to wait. The Akkadis Leisure Group, which had purchased several slaves in the last auction, including Leah, had learned that her sister was available. It might make good business sense, their buyer believed, to have both the girls. He made an offer for Rebekka and Bleeny accepted it. Gagged and hooded and wearing a blue Rose Garden dress, Bekka was delivered to the Maidens of Nenuphar, relieved to be reunited with her sister but filled with dismay to learn the nature of her new employment.

Though grateful to have been spared the auction block, Kyra and Millicent were horrified to learn that they were to be sent to their new master, an Atkoi chief or kzam, on a planet called Ziandakush. But at least they were together. They agreed to be friends. They would help each other, no matter what the future held.

And Viktor Quindigan never realised that emperors, kzams and oligarchs would rise and fall through his meddling, nor that it was his own plan to curry favour with the Kzam which would soon destroy the comfortable universe he had tried so hard to preserve, and bring it crashing down around him as swiftly and utterly as the stars disappear in a metashift.


POSTSCRIPT

A preview of Slave Girl of Ziandakush, Book 2 of The Atkoi War Trilogy.

It had taken Princess Athanasia a year to realise the obvious: her husband the Kzam was barely forty and she would have to remain a prisoner in his seraglio until he died. By that time any hope of a normal life would long since have disappeared.

The Princess was lying in bed when an idea occurred to her which banished all thought of sleep and left her first cold with fear and then thrilled with excitement. If Rurik died, the Atkoi would revert to type and begin fighting among themselves. The Empire would crush what was left of the Kzamate as a sledgehammer crushes a walnut. Her father had wanted to kill the Kzam. She was certain of it. Someone ought to kill him. Suppose she did it herself? Athanasia was in an ideal position: privileged, and close to the Empire’s worst enemy. Surely her father’s gratitude would know no bounds. A seat on the Privy Council would be hers, advising and guiding her father and later her brother Sigismund. At the very least her father would make her a planetary governor or maybe a viceroy of an entire province. Someone would have to rule the Atkoi worlds after they were defeated, and she had some experience of living in the region. She would go down in history as a heroine, the saviour of the Empire. A thousand years from now her name would be remembered. Whole planets would be named after her. And maybe, just possibly, her father might even make her fool brothers renounce their claim to the throne so that she could one day become Empress in her own right. It was not entirely impossible. The Empire had been ruled by a woman before.

But how could she do it? A small gun would be easy to use but difficult to smuggle into the seraglio. Even the smallest neutrino pistols were cumbersome. A knife might be easier to obtain, but difficult to use. Rurik might snatch it from her. He was quick, and strong. It would also make an awful mess. A bomb would be better: tiny, and she would not have to be present when it exploded. It would not even be necessary for her to escape. There would be no evidence to link her to the blast. A flash of radiation just powerful enough to incinerate anything within ten feet of the Kzam, and Athanasia’s problems would be over forever.

But how could she possibly obtain such a device? If she sent a message via the Imperial ambassador, could he smuggle it in to her? If so, perhaps she could invite the Kzam to dine with her, in her apartments. The other wives sometimes did. Then perhaps she in turn would be invited to the Kzam’s private apartment. She could hide the device there. Perhaps it could be heat or odour sensitive and detonate only when the Kzam was nearby. Maybe she could make it appear that someone else had planted it. The first step would be to begin to curry favour with the Kzam.

It began as a fantasy, a hopeless daydream. At first her heart would beat fearfully whenever she even considered the idea, and she tried to force the thought from her conscious mind. But surely it would do no harm merely to think about it. No one could read her mind. As time passed she devised further details and safeguards and her courage grew. The idea evolved into a plan.

*

Two hundred light years away on Akkadis, Juliet Esk heard the hiss of the dressage whip as it sliced through the air and felt its sting as it cut across her calves, but she did not cry out. It was better to divert all her energy into running faster. Her sister Janina, harnessed beside her, had just received a similar stroke.

Juliet and Janina, aged nineteen and twenty-three, were both attractive girls: tall and slender with shapely figures, firm breasts and shoulder length dark hair. Both were running with every ounce of effort they could muster, pulling a tiny chariot round the track at the Arena. A dozen chariots raced around the track, each pulled by two young women, and each woman was entirely bare except for her tall plumed headdress and a harness. Twenty-four girls, their lungs gasping for breath and their hearts beating close to exhaustion, each ran as though their lives depended on it.

Each pair was harnessed together with a yoke of thick wood which fitted over their necks and kept their heads lifted prettily. Juliet, like her sister and all the others, ran with her arms raised to head height to push the crossbar in front of her. She was conscious of the fact that her breasts were also lifted and thrust forward, but there was nothing she could do about it. She could not lower her hands. None of them could.

The girls had been trained to run in step, and as they ran their breasts bounced in unison and their buttocks swayed in unison and their plumes bobbed and their ponytails flicked from side to side, also in unison. Each girl wore three little carriage bells fastened to tiny rings set in her pierced flesh. Juliet, Janina and several other new girls still felt the throbbing in their newly pierced nipples and labia where the rings had been inserted. The little bells tinkled melodiously as they ran. They made a pretty sight, and a tuneful one.  

These were the girls of Damsels in Distress, and they were competing in the Games, held on the first Saturday of every month at the Arena. The Damsels was a pleasure house not unlike the Maidens of Nenuphar except that it also held the contract to stage the Games.

The Arena was full to capacity and the spectators were enjoying the display despite the threat of war. Perhaps they simply sought to escape their worries for a few hours. At any rate they were cheering, applauding, wolf whistling and sometimes shouting out appreciative comments. A layer of fine sand covered the floor of the Arena and as it was a warm summer evening and the girls were sweating freely, the sand thrown up by their feet and by the wheels had coated their legs, hips, buttocks, torsos, breasts, arms, faces and hair in a fine golden layer. Their sweat trickled in rivulets through the dust on their bodies, but still they ran, their feet pounding unceasingly on the sandy track, open mouthed and gasping for breath, for the amusement and delight of the crowd.

Juliet felt a worse sting as the dressage whip snaked around her body and cut into her breasts. This time she did yelp, despite her best efforts, but she did not allow her pace to slacken even for an instant. A moment later she heard her sister utter a similar cry. Their driver knew they were exhausted but the crowd liked to see the girls whipped into a sprint for as long as possible.

Ahead, Juliet saw Tamika and Hazel, also running for all they were worth. Hazel, like Juliet and Janina, was new to the brand and new to the Damsels, having been abducted in the recent raid on Hyperion. Hazel was eighteen. Her buttocks bore six stripes, purple, horizontal and straight, the consequence of an earlier act of disobedience. She had refused to undress in front of the manager, when ordered to do so. She had learnt her lesson now; she would not be disobedient again. Juliet noticed how Hazel’s buttocks wiggled as she ran and she realised that her own buttocks must be making a similar exhibition. Men noticed things like that, Juliet knew, and the knowledge added to her misery.

*

On the other side of Akkad City, Roxana Keswick realised that the moment she had dreaded for so long had finally arrived. Artur Thrux had returned to the Maidens of Nenuphar.

The Maidens was already busy. Gentlemen sat at the tables, sipping drinks and watching the girls dancing on the stage. Other girls were busy serving drinks. They were all dressed alike in the skimpy dresses which Roxie found so humiliating. Then she saw Thrux and his sycophants and heard the harsh cackle of their laughter. She remembered Thrux’s ginger hair and red face and angry pimples and his sneering grin. He and his friends had been her students once. Now they were in a position of power over her and they intended to enjoy it to the full. And they did have the power, all the power. Roxana was helpless. She was no longer protected by her virginity. She was affordable now.

Then Roxie saw Ronika gesture to her. Ronika beckoned and Roxie, filled with dismay, obeyed. “Go to Table Ten. You’ve been booked,” said Ronika. It was as simple as that.

Roxie curtsied and said “Yes, miss.”

As Roxie approached the table, Thrux said, “Here’s the whore I sent for. Get your arse over here, girl.”

Roxana made a desperate attempt to gain control of the situation. “Artur, listen to me, please. I am aware –” she began, but Thrux did not allow her to complete her sentence.

“Kneel! Neck!” he snapped angrily, and she knelt instantly and automatically, placing her hands behind her neck and keeping her back perfectly straight. It was a command she had been taught, a movement she had been required to repeat thousands of times, day after day in their training sessions, a command which must always be obeyed without delay.

“Listen to me, girl, and listen good,” said Thrux. He was furious. “You will address me and my guests and every man in this whorehouse as Master. You will speak when you are spoken to and do as you are told and if I have to tell you again I’ll have Bowser stretch you over the frame and flog you till your skin peels off. Do you understand me, girl?”

“Yes, master.”

For a few moments Thrux did not speak. He simply looked at Roxie. Then he said, “How much did they charge for your cherry?”

“Three thousand solidi, Master,” said Roxana quietly, blushing deeply at the reference to her virginity.

“Three thousand solidi,” repeated Thrux loudly. “No whore’s worth three thousand solidi. Least of all this one.” To Roxie he said, “And how much do you charge now, to spread your legs?”

His friends cackled. Burning with shame, Roxie said, “Fifteen solidi, master.”

“Fifteen solidi,” repeated Thrux contemptuously. “Take your dress off. I want to see if you’re worth it,” he said bluntly.

Roxana did not dare to disobey, but neither could she bring herself to remove her only shred of modesty. In desperation she uttered the word, “Please…” so quietly that Thrux could hardly hear her. “Please, master…” she repeated.

“What?” he said, irritated.

“Master, I’m new here. Please… I can’t take my dress off with all these people here. Please. I haven’t got…I haven’t got anything on underneath it.”  Her voice conveyed her despair.

Thrux merely turned to his grinning friends. “I think that counts as disobedience, doesn’t it?” They grinned and laughed and nodded.

“Please, no master, I’m sorry. I’ll do it, I’m sorry. I’m sorry, master,” she gabbled all at once, unfastening the buttons and the strap so that the dress dropped down to her waist. Roxie had been warned about disobedience. All the girls had been warned. They would get into terrible trouble for disobedience. Roxie realised that this was going to be worse than she had imagined; much worse. Already, men sitting at the tables nearby had turned to watch the unfolding drama.

“Stand,” said Thrux. Roxie stood, clutching the dress around her waist with one hand and covering her breasts with the other. “Drop it. Put your hands at your sides,” said Thrux.

Defeated, Roxie obeyed. The dress fell to the floor. She stood, straight and still and completely bare, for their scrutiny, glowing pink with shame. For a few moments Thrux was silent, drinking in the sight presented to him. He was not disappointed. Her hair, long and fair and almost blonde, was tied in two kittentails. Her ear tag glinted in the flickering light. She had a pretty face and a very attractive figure. Her breasts were full, firm hemispheres. Her waist was slim, her stomach was flat, her hips were beautifully curved and her legs were long and slim and smooth. As with all girls of the Maidens, all traces of body hair had been plucked from her. She felt Thrux and his friends scrutinising her bare flesh.

He had imagined her naked a thousand times when he was her student and she was his teacher. He had been entirely correct to imagine that beneath Miss Keswick’s modest professional clothes was a very desirable body. He had delighted in humiliating her then, but never in his dreams had he imagined that one day she would be utterly in his power. And now she was a pleasure slave in the Maidens of Nenuphar, and he was a paying customer. It seemed almost too good to be true. But it was true. It was true, and he would enjoy his good fortune to the full.

A little above her mons and to the right, the Rose Garden mark, firm and clear, straight and uncompromising, proclaimed her servitude.

Thrux spoke slowly. “Well, well. Miss Keswick has an evening job. And a Rose Garden brand. And a whore’s ear tag. What do you think, lads? Shall we take her upstairs and give her a good ruttocking? She looks good and ready for it.”

“Yeah, yeah, Art, let’s,” said Stobbins.

“No, Stob. Let’s not be in such a rush. You’re always in a rush, Stobbers. Let’s talk to Miss Keswick first.” The others grinned, not quite knowing what he had in mind. Thrux paused, looking at Roxana. Unable to move or cover herself, she was close to tears.

“I hope for your sake you’re better on your back than you were at teaching, girl,” said Thrux. His friends cackled once more. “Just look at her, lads. She walks around a public bar stark butt naked and spreads her legs for any man with fifteen solidi to spare. And she thought she could be a teacher. A teacher!” Thrux looked around to make sure his friends had properly appreciated the profundity of his remark. They cackled dutifully.

“Stand just here,” he continued. “I want to look at those tits properly.”

Roxana stood obediently. Thrux reached out and squeezed one of her breasts and remarked, “Hey, Stobbers, feel these tits. These are real, not gel like that other whore. A whore ought to have proper tits.”

Agonised, Roxie closed her eyes, not daring to move, but unable to endure the mortification as Stobbins and Thrux each fondled one of her breasts. “Spread your legs, girl,” said Thrux. “Wider.” Roxie sensed the irritation in his tone when she hesitated, and she hurried to move her feet further apart. “That’s better,” Thrux added. Roxie kept her eyes closed as Thrux first stroked her labia and then inserted his finger. She tried to pretend she was somewhere else, to pretend it wasn’t happening. After a minute or so Thrux said loudly, “Hey lads, she’s ruttocking well enjoying it!” Roxana heard the laughter, not only from Thrux’s friends but from men sitting at one or two tables nearby.

“Now go to the bar,” he ordered. “We want beers.”

“Yes, master,” said Roxie. She bobbed a curtsey and stooped to retrieve her dress.

“Leave that, you fool,” snapped her tormentor. “You’re a whore, not a teacher. Get the ruttocking beers. And run!”

Roxana ran. Her breasts bounced prettily all the way to the bar and she felt the eyes of every man in the lounge bar upon her. She returned to Thrux’s table with the drinks.

“Now go to the stage,” he said. “Dance. And make it lively.”

Roxie hurried to the stage and began dancing. She moved automatically, swaying her hips and breasts in the graceful yet erotic style the Maidens girls were all taught and trying to shut from her mind the fact that Thrux, Stobbins, Danielz, Ottinger, and a score of unknown men were watching every inch of her body and every move she made. She wanted to run, to hide, but she dare not. Eventually Ronika gestured for her to return to Thrux’s table.

“Now you’re coming upstairs with us,” said Thrux. We’re gonna give you a damn good ruttocking. You’ll be squealing till you’re hoarse.”

*

Neither Thrux nor Stobbins nor Danielz nor Ottinger were aware that Mrs Knott had made an audiovisual recording of them enjoying their evening’s entertainment with Roxana. This was Mrs Knott’s own special secret. She was not interested in his hangers-on at all, but Thrux himself was the nephew of a senator, a very wealthy man who she knew to be very concerned with such things as family honour.

Like Princess Athanasia, Mrs Knott had been planning a scheme which was less than entirely legal. For some time she had been making audiovisual recordings of wealthy or powerful gentlemen being entertained by her girls in the upstairs rooms, and she now had an extensive library of compromising material. Her ultimate end was blackmail. She wished to be independent of Akkadis Leisure forever. She considered this audiovisual library to be her pension fund, her portfolio of intellectual property.

Mrs Knott was not stupid. She realised that some of the gentlemen starring in her recordings were both powerful and dangerous. Extremely dangerous. But, she reasoned, she could make it clear to her victims that if anything unfortunate happened to her, then the relevant recordings would be sent out automatically to wherever they would cause most damage. She would also hint that she had powerful allies. Allies like Mrs Carno, for one. That would be believable. And she would not be too greedy. Her victims would not feel it necessary to have her silenced.

But even Mrs Knott did not realise quite how dangerous some of her victims were, nor how wide the consequences of her actions would spread. She certainly had no idea that her audiovisual recording of an Imperial ambassador would play a part in sparking off a war which would soon be raging across a thousand worlds.  

The true enormity of her foolishness dawned on Mrs Knott when she awoke one night from a nightmare in which she had felt the executioner’s wire tightening around her throat. Suddenly awake, she decided immediately to put an end to the whole insane scheme. She would destroy the recordings, every one of them, at the first available opportunity.

But Mrs Knott’s change of heart was in vain. It was too late to destroy the recordings. Events had already moved beyond her control. A catastrophe was fast approaching which neither emperors nor kzams, nor senators nor oligarchs, nor ambassadors nor Akkadisi pleasure house managers would be able to avoid.

AUTHOR’S NOTE

Friend of Akkadis, (since you have persevered this far I hope I can consider you a friend):

I hope you have enjoyed reading this first volume of the Atkoi War Trilogy, and the excerpts from the second volume. If you have, then I can heartily recommend volumes 2 and 3. If you have a look at my ‘Author Page’ you will soon find some more information about the other books.

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 Slave Girl of Akkadis 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. If you have any questions, do please ask me. There is a ‘comment’ button on the book page too.

With thanks and sincere best wishes,

Henry Sparrowhawk.

Three Oaks Farm, Yorkshire, August 2013.
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