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PROLOGUE 

A foretaste of some events in Slave Girl of Ziandakush

(i)

Milford Smirke was ready to begin. The chariot race had ended and the spectators at the Arena were waiting for the next performance. 

Brutus, too, was ready. The bull had smelled the bait, as it were, and was keen. Smirke could tell. 

The girl was waiting in the holding room. She was ready too, physically if not emotionally. She was blonde and pretty and young, which was unusual. Usually they bought him broken down old hags, women who had served ten years in a pleasure house and were dirt cheap and no good for anything else. But this one was in her early twenties. Her name was Suki. Apparently she was a trained pleasure slave, a good one, but she had offended a customer in some way and Akkadis Leisure had sent her here to make an example of her. 

Brutus was self-evidently very ready. Smirke had sprayed a little of his special scent in the air. He believed Brutus knew what was going to happen next. The animal’s penis was already engorged and Smirke applied a gel to it so that the bull could achieve deeper penetration. Brutus was making a grunting noise. That was a good sign, Smirke knew. 

A dozen pretty young women, all bare, were struggling to carry an enormous timber bed to the centre of the Arena, under the direction of one of Smirke’s assistants. The twelve girls also knew what was going to happen next. They had guessed. They felt terribly sorry for Suki but they were grateful that they themselves would not be starring in this performance. 

The crowd cheered. They too knew what the bed was for. This was the event they had been waiting for. 

The bed was essential to raise Suki’s hips and support Brutus. It was built of very thick timbers. It was waist high and about five feet square. The thick planks were not visible, as the bed had been neatly draped with an ornate embroidered coverlet, which looked luxurious and rather expensive. 

Suki was led unresisting out towards the bed. She was blindfolded, but she heard the cheers and whistles as soon as the crowd saw her. She was clutching a sheet around her otherwise naked body. She was beautiful and slender, with a lovely figure and long blonde hair. 

There were more cheers and applause as Smirke led Brutus out, and ribald laughter as the spectators noticed Brutus’s excited state. Smirke thought the bull made a splendid sight, ten feet long, with his velvety reddish brown fur washed, brushed, oiled and shining and his hooves and horns painted with red varnish. The horns were not real. The real horns had long since been removed. These were harmless imitations made of flexible carbonite. They were realistic though, and beautifully decorated like a borbod’s horns, with rings painted around them.

Beneath her blindfold, Suki was entirely ignorant of the elaborate arrangements which had been made on her behalf. She was fearful, naturally, but she hoped desperately that it would be merely a flogging or the Saddle which awaited her. Then her blindfold was removed and she knelt in front of the First Class enclosure and made obeisance to the distinguished guests seated there.

Then Suki saw Alicia Carno seated in the front row. She knew who Alicia was. Alicia was the daughter of Mrs Carno, the owner of Akkadis Leisure. Suki pressed her palms together in supplication and touched her forehead to the dusty ground again. Perhaps even now, even at this stage, Alicia might show her mercy. 

But Mrs Carno’s daughter merely grinned, and pointed to Suki’s right.

Suki turned, and saw Brutus for the first time. It took perhaps a second or two for understanding to dawn. It had been planned this way. This was why Suki had been blindfolded as she was led out. The crowd laughed uproariously as Suki looked at Brutus for a few moments and then panicked.

The habit of obedience, of accepting what is commanded of her, is ingrained deeply in any slave and in a pleasure slave more than most. The consequences of disobedience will always be terrible. But when Suki saw Brutus waiting and very visibly ready to begin his part in the performance, the enormity of what awaited her overcame Suki’s training. She had heard about Mr Smirke’s bulls. She stood, screamed in blind panic and struggled with the attendants who tried to restrain her. No actress of the stage or telescreen could possibly have played her part so well. This was not feigned, the spectators knew. This drama was real, very real, and they watched in fascination.

Suki suddenly twisted and wriggled free from the men holding her. The sheet fell from her body and the crowd roared their approval. She was a beauty, tall, slender and blonde, with curving hips and firm round breasts. Clearly she was no raddled old whore disposed of by a pleasure house or breeding farm. Only rarely did such beauties find their unfortunate way to the Arena: perhaps the unfaithful concubine of an unforgiving master, or a concubine sent there by her master’s bitterly jealous wife, or a pleasure slave who had contracted ‘crusts’ or some other incurable infection and had to be destroyed although she still appeared beautiful. None of the spectators except Alicia were aware of the true reason why Suki had been sent to the Arena.

Suki dashed away and dodged around Brutus and behind the bed, evading Percival’s men for perhaps a minute, dodging and sidestepping them with the agility of a professional thunderball player. The crowd applauded and laughed in equal measure. Neither Suki herself nor the crowd realised that her brief moment of freedom had been planned. They were part of the performance. The attendants had deliberately allowed her to slip from their grasp.

Suki had nowhere to run to. She made a dash for the space in front of the First Class enclosure, threw herself to her knees and again made urgent supplication. 

Alicia threw back her head and laughed in unfeigned delight. It was an arrogant laugh, a condescending laugh, like the laughter of indulgent adults at the foolish antics of a precocious child. 

One of Percival’s men seized Suki’s hair and jerked her suddenly to her feet. She squealed in pain and alarm as she was jerked up and bent backwards over the bed and fastened, spread-eagled on her back. Her wrists were strapped to two corners of the bed and her ankles were pulled wide apart and strapped near the feet of the bed so that her knees were bent over its edges. A cushion was placed beneath her hips, to raise them for Brutus’s convenience. Suki’s continued wriggling achieved nothing except to further entertain the crowd.

Smirke applied a generous quantity of spray from a small vessel and then a large dollop of lubricant gel to Suki. Brutus needed no encouragement though. The crowd were amused to see him barge forward so suddenly that Smirke had to twist rapidly aside as the bull mounted the bed with his front legs and slid his body forward. For a beast so large, he was surprisingly agile. Smirke reached forward carefully to guide his penis into place and then jumped nimbly back, conscious of his own safety.

Strangely, the last things Suki noticed as Brutus mounted the bed were his horns. The red rings reminded her of something she had seen long ago, something from her childhood before she was taken to Akkadis, but she did not have time to pursue the train of thought.

(ii) 

Ezmay eventually meted out Amanda’s punishment towards the end of the training session. 

The thirty-eight bare breeding slaves were standing in straight lines. Ezmay always exercised the girls naked. She told them it was for their health, but in reality she simply enjoyed humiliating them and demonstrating her power over them. Amanda was standing between Ana and Nessie. They stood perfectly still except for the rise and fall of their bare breasts as they panted for breath. 

Each girl had been given a thick wooden pole, about a yard long, which she held with a hand at each end. When Ezmay ordered, ‘Squat,’ they bent their knees and touched their hands to the ground, still holding the bar. When Ezmay said, ‘Lift,’ they stood, despite their fatigue, and lifted the bars high above their heads. Amanda had long since lost count of how many lifts and squats she had completed. At first the exercises seemed bearable. Now after forty or more repetitions she was close to exhaustion, but she dared not slow down. 

“Squat,” said Ezmay, and the girls sank obediently to the ground. “Lift,” said Ezmay, and they dutifully stood with their arms raised high, supporting their wooden bars above their heads. Amanda felt her breasts thrust proudly forward. Her left breast was still burning from the cut of the whip earlier. A thick purple welt had already appeared. It must be easily visible, Amanda thought. Mercifully Ezmay had apparently decided not to punish her for crying out.

Nargal was standing a few yards in front of her, watching. Amanda looked straight ahead, ashamed to meet his eyes. 

“Squat,” said Ezmay, and Amanda sank to the ground again. “Lift.” Amanda stood again with her arms raised, conscious that once more her breasts were presented for Nargal’s scrutiny. She dared to glance at him briefly again. He was definitely looking at her. He was smiling. He thought it was amusing. Bitterly ashamed to be seen like this, being put through her paces for Nargal’s entertainment, she looked quickly away. 

But Ezmay had seen her glance at Nargal. It was the moment the overseer had been waiting for. The slut has no sense of shame, Ezmay thought. She’s flirting with the doctor. Flirting and showing off her tarty looking breasts. Ezmay lunged forward powerfully with the dressage whip and at precisely the right instant flicked it sharply back. It was an accurate lash and a severe one, even by Ezmay’s standards. Dr Nargal, Ezmay and every one of the thirty-eight bare slave girls heard the sharp crack as the tip cut pitilessly across Amanda’s right breast. 

Amanda uttered a loud yelp followed by a series of prolonged squeals which she tried desperately to suppress. Her face twisted in pain and for the briefest of instants she lowered her hands as if to clutch at her burning flesh. Then she controlled herself and returned to her correct position. She was whimpering and sobbing and gasping for breath, but she did not break position. Her arms were still raised and her breasts were still thrust forward. Nargal chuckled at her discomfort. Amanda’s face was twisted and tears of pain and humiliation ran down her cheeks, but she dared not break position to wipe them away.

Ezmay smiled inwardly. Dr Nargal had seen her handiwork. He would be impressed.

The slut got what she wanted, thought Ezmay. The doctor’s noticed her breasts. And now she’ll have a matching stripe each side.

(iii)

Almost everyone who knew Mrs Joan Carno either feared, envied or at least respected her. Many did all three of those. To the world she appeared both very rich and very powerful.

But Mrs Carno knew it was a sham. It was a façade which could be brought tumbling down in an instant by anyone who knew the secret which Mrs Carno had been trying all her working life to keep hidden. 

Originally only four people had known about her secret. Three of them died twenty years ago and the fourth was Mrs Carno herself. 

But then Mrs Carno had made the worst mistake of her life. She asked Senator Thrux for his advice concerning her secret difficulty. She would never escape the consequences of that mistake. They would follow her until the very hour of her death.

She wished she had never trusted the Senator. He was persuasive, charming and always very helpful towards his friends. But in order to help her, he naturally had to know everything about her little problem. He remembered everything he knew. And he also kept a document which proved what he knew. 

Thrux had done Mrs Carno a favour. In Thrux’s world view, that entitled him to ask her for a favour in return. And when he did, Mrs Carno knew that she could not refuse him. Thrux could ruin her, her family and her business. Despite all her wealth and power and position, she knew she was no more free than a slave girl at the Maidens of Nenuphar.

Mrs Carno was not a fool. She guessed that Thrux was involving her in something probably illegal and almost certainly extremely dangerous. Her only hope was that neither the Senator nor the dubious Mr Henderson could implicate her without implicating himself. It was in everyone’s interests to be discreet.

(iv)

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

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

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

It was a crocodile. 

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

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

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

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

Francesca was a pretty twenty-two year old with a slender figure and dark hair. She had been seized in the raid on Hyperion, transported to Akkadis and sold at the Rose Garden. She was completely bare now. She was near the edge of the knot of terrified girls and in the rush to back away from the crocodiles she was pushed off balance and stumbled backwards.

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

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

Mr Percival had not particularly wanted Francesca destroyed. She was a pretty girl and she had cost him nine thousand solidi. He had given instructions for the more useful pleasure slaves to be saved, where possible. But some losses were unavoidable. They were a necessary expense. If Percival had been in any doubt of that fact, the shrieking crowd would have allayed it. They were enjoying themselves. Damsels in Distress would be fully booked for days, and the next Games would be full to capacity.

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

One by one, more crocodiles were clambering onto the platform. The girls who had managed to remain on it were dashing back and forth, desperately trying to position themselves as far as possible from any of the hideous beasts. It was a dance which the crowd found far more entertaining than the one which the girls had performed earlier. The giant beast lumbered forward, thrashing its tail angrily, trying to knock the squealing girls into the water. Its tail was as dangerous as its jaws. 

Juliet, Janina, Hazel and Hannah were all thrown into the artificial lake. Most of the girls who had not already lost their skimpy skirts lost them now, in the water. Juliet briefly saw the white belly of a crocodile as it twisted in the water, seized the shrieking Hannah and submerged with her. Juliet looked but saw no further sign of Hannah. The water was not deep, but it was no longer clear. 

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

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

She ran headlong straight into the largest crocodile. 

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

As the women scattered in all directions, some of the crowd thought it amusing to shout misleading advice to certain girls like, “Look out behind you!” or, “No, the other way!” The connoisseurs in the First Class enclosure tried to behave with more dignity, commenting on the strength and size of the animals or criticising the figures of different girls. 

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

Juliet looked around for Janina, but could not see her. She wondered whether she even wanted to survive in this horrible, horrible world if her sister was gone. Charlotte, Annamarie, Hazel, and the other girls knew now that the crocodiles had not been released by accident. They screamed anyway.

(v)

When Mr Ipoletz arrived at the pleasure house known as the Maidens of Nenuphar, he was shown into the small, sumptuously appointed Private Lounge. Mrs Knott, as always, was a charming hostess.

“Oh Mr Ipoletz, it is good to see you again. Do please take a seat. Binka, go and make a pot of tea and send in Roxie and Bekka. I think you’ll find, Mr Ipoletz, that one of these two young ladies is just what you are looking for. I’m a great believer in acquiring quality. I think you’ll be impressed. I realise some houses charge a little less, but I think when you meet my two new girls you’ll understand why.”

To be fair to Mrs Knott, this was not merely an idle sales pitch. Mr Ipoletz was impressed when Rebekka and Roxana entered the room. They both wore white, low cut waistcoats which enhanced their slim waists and lifted their breasts. Their long, slim white skirts were split on one side right up to their hips. Both girls shyly tried to take small steps, not wishing to expose too much of their legs to view. Both were barefoot, with an anklet of blue beads on their left ankles. Both were ear tagged, and both wore their hair in kittentails tied with white ribbons proclaiming their virginity. They had each been bathed, perfumed, depilated and meticulously prepared for Mr Ipoletz’s delectation. They curtsied deferentially to Mrs Knott and Mr Ipoletz, and then each girl spoke shyly as she had been taught.

“I am very pleased to meet you, sir. I am Rebekka.”

“I am very pleased to meet you, sir. I am Roxana.”

Each girl smiled nervously and blushed as she spoke. Rebekka had a sweet, round face, with long dark hair. She was tall, with attractive breasts, slim waist and perfectly curving hips. She had spoken in a strange accent, but was understandable. The second, Roxana, had fair hair and an equally beautiful figure although she was a fraction shorter. 

Ipoletz gazed at the two lovely creatures, breathed in their perfume and promptly dismissed any lingering doubts he had had. The only remaining question was which of them to choose.

“I’ll need to see more of them,” he said. 

“Of course, Mr Ipoletz. Bekka dear, will you take off your top, please?” 

In desperation Rebekka turned to Mrs Knott and silently mouthed a single word: “Please.” 

But she found no sympathy in her mistress. “Go on, dear. Don’t be shy,” said Mrs Knott. Despite Mrs Knott’s tone Bekka knew she was being told, not asked. She remembered what had happened to Aimee, and removed the waistcoat. Beneath it, she was bare. She blushed pinkly, feeling the man’s eyes on her breasts. Her breasts were small but firm, perfectly conical and pointed, Ipoletz thought.

Bekka would have been frightened even if she had been dressed modestly. Ipoletz was a horrible looking man. He was bald, although not elderly; he shaved his head by choice. His build was flabby and he had a brash, aggressive manner.

“Now your skirt, too, dear,” said Mrs Knott. “And your panties. We’re all friends here. There’s a good girl.” The manageress smiled.

Ipoletz stood and lifted Bekka’s chin and scrutinised her face. Bekka smelled his sour breath and hoped her revulsion did not show in her expression. He stroked her breasts, testing their firmness, felt her waist and hips and then pressed his hand to her labia. Despite her best intentions Bekka gasped and very nearly squirmed away, but Mrs Knott caught her eye just in time with a look which Bekka understood all too clearly. But Mr Ipoletz had finished examining Bekka.

“Roxie, I think Mr Ipoletz would like to take a look at you too, now,” said Mrs Knott. “Take your clothes off too, dear.” Roxana obediently followed Bekka’s lead. Bekka stood a little to one side. She dared not dress again, but she stood shyly with her arms covering her breasts and pudenda. 

“They’re charming, aren’t they?” said Mrs Knott. “We only acquired them a few days ago. I’m afraid they’re both a little shy, but obedient. We’re training them, but they’re very inexperienced. They’re both virgins, of course. I can show you their medical certificates.”

“Yes, show me. I’ll want to check for myself, on the night.”

“Of course,” nodded the manageress. It was a reasonable request. She glanced at Bekka. “Stand straight, Rebekka, dear,” she said.

Roxie and Bekka both stood straight, glowing pink beneath Ipoletz’s gaze. He saw the Rose Garden brand on each of them, clear and sharp and uncompromising, a little to the right of each girl’s mons. He was accustomed to making quick decisions, and his instincts were usually proved right. “I’ll have that one,” he said. 

With unmitigated horror, Bekka realised that Ipoletz had gestured at her. Roxie felt relief flood over her. It was selfish, but understandable.

“And you say she’s exclusively mine for two weeks?” he asked.

“Oh yes, absolutely, for two weeks, of course,” Mrs Knott reassured him.

“Good. And I’ll want a brace in the room.” 

The girls were dismissed. Ipoletz had already established that there was no room for negotiation on the price, which was set at three thousand solidi. He had tried to negotiate a discount. Mrs Knott had been polite, but firm. Ipoletz had pretended to be annoyed, but understood. He would pay the going rate.

Bekka and Roxie left the room, clutching their clothes. Suddenly turning dizzy, Bekka almost stumbled and Binka was obliged to help her. My fate is a step closer now, she thought. It has been decided. That is the man. He is going to take my virginity. But when? 

And what is a brace?

(vi)

Amanda and Aimee were kneeling across Scamander’s body with their full weight. Aimee was on his chest, pressing the sheet firmly over his mouth and nose. 

“Do you want to live, Scamander?” she said. 

He nodded desperately. He could feel the lifeblood ebbing from him. “You screamed like a girl, Scamander. You screamed like a girl.” 

Scamander looked into Aimee’s eyes and she knew that he remembered those words. He had spoken them himself once, long ago on the Evening Star, when he had told Aimee how her brother and father had died. Now he heard the words again. 

They were the last words that Peter Scamander ever heard. 

(vii)

In the lounge bar of the Maidens of Nenuphar, Roxana Keswick had been sent to the stage to dance. It was mortifying, but Roxie dared not disobey. 

Then, halfway through the first song she realised that one of the gentlemen sitting and drinking at Table 3 was Mr Bolventor.

Maurice Bolventor, the Principal of Akkad City State Senior School Number Eleven, had given Roxana her first teaching post. If Roxana’s father had not been accused of treason and his whole family proscribed, Roxie would by now have been almost fully qualified. Instead, the pretty trainee teacher had been arrested, branded and sold to a brothel.

And now Mr Bolventor was here. Here, in the Maidens of Nenuphar, and Roxie was dancing topless on the stage in the lounge bar for the entertainment of men, wearing nothing but a square of cloth folded diagonally into a triangle and tied around her waist. Would Mr Bolventor think she had chosen to dress like this? No, surely he would realise that if she was alive at all, she must have been condemned to servitude.

Roxie continued to sway her hips and breasts in the graceful yet erotic style all the girls had been taught. There was an Atkoi tune playing, rhythmic and compelling. The Atkoi were barbarians, but their music was exciting. They were barbarians who had acquired the most modern warships and weapons systems, but that was no longer Roxana’s concern. Perhaps Mr Bolventor would not recognise her, Roxie hoped. With her long fair hair tied in kitten tails and her slender figure, she must look similar to all the other girls. 

She dared to glance again, briefly, at Table 3. This time she knew Mr Bolventor must have seen her. He was looking directly at her. She tried to interpret his expression. Was he sympathetic, or merely disgusted? She dared not stop dancing. For a moment she looked away, flustered and mortified. 

Then she risked another glance. He was still looking. Roxie wanted to cover her breasts, to run and hide, but she dared do neither. Is it possible to die of shame? she wondered. What can he think of me, dancing topless in a brothel? 

She answered her own question. He would think she was a whore, because she was.

(viii)

On Ziandakush, capital world of the Kzamate of All the Atkoi, Kyra Welbeck and Millicent Roche were about to be presented to His Dread Lordship, the Great Kzam, Rurik the Third.

A few short months earlier Kyra had been a bride happily voyaging to Nenuphar to join her future husband, and Millie had been emigrating from Stormhaven with her parents. Now they were kneeling before the throne of a barbarian tyrant with their foreheads pressed to the floor. They were huddled close together as if for safety in this strange, alien place. Both girls were terrified. They had not dared to look at the Kzam, but they knew of his brutal reputation and they understood that they were to be given to him as gifts.

The court of the Great Kzam was a bustle of activity. The Kzam’s fortieth birthday celebrations were approaching and ambassadors and officials were converging on Ziandakush, many bringing gifts and all wanting something. 

The Akkadisi Ambassador had brought the gift of two matching slave girls to present to the Kzam. Both were fair haired, eighteen standard years of age and strikingly beautiful. No doubt the pair would be inducted into the seraglio as novices and trained to become concubines. They knelt now, conscious of many eyes upon them and glad of their modest attire. They each wore a long skirt with a patang beneath it, and a bodice, tunic and headscarf. Both the girls had their hair arranged in the two plaits usual among unmarried Atkoi women.

The ambassador made a lengthy speech in the dialect of Inglic which was spoken on Akkadis. Eventually the Kzam replied and summoned the girls forward.

Timidly, Kyra and Millie obeyed. The crowd of officials and diplomats murmured their approval when the girls raised their heads and crawled forward towards the throne as they had been coached to do.

Their modest dress could not hide their beauty. They had probably been the two most beautiful of all the young women seized when the interstellar passenger liner, the Evening Star, was boarded and plundered. They were both fair haired, with attractive, slender figures. Both were well educated. Both, of course, were virgins. The Akkadisi authorities were hardly likely to insult the Kzam with soiled goods.

For the first time, Kyra and Millie saw the man who now owned them both. They already knew his reputation for ruthless cruelty. All Atkoi were cruel, Kyra thought. That was what everyone said. Perhaps their harsh existence forced them to be so. But the Kzam, as an absolute ruler who had forced all the tribes to accept his rule, must be the most ruthless. 

Kyra and Millie were conducted through a maze of rooms and corridors until they reached a large arched wooden doorway with a tiny hatch cut into it. They were ordered to crawl through the hatch on their knees. It was a symbolic gesture. This was how slaves entered the seraglio of the Great Kzam. 

A middle aged slave woman took charge of the girls here. She whispered to them urgently, “The Klang Arak is coming. You must make obeisance.”

There was no time ask who the Klang Arak was because at that moment quite the ugliest man they had ever seen entered the room. Kyra and Millie knelt as they had done for the Kzam, until they were told to stand.

The Klang Arak was of course not truly a man but a eunuch, in the service of the Kzam. No complete man other than the Kzam himself ever set foot in the seraglio. 

His manner suggested that he was used to being obeyed, at least by the girls in his charge. He must have weighed as much as three ordinary men put together, thought Kyra. His clothes must have been made especially for him. Since love of a woman was a door forever closed to Narciso, a love of food had replaced it. 

Some fat men appear kind and genial, but Narciso merely looked cruel. The fatness of his cheeks narrowed his eyes. From a belt around his enormous waist hung a kourbash, a whip of stiff bull hide about three feet long with an elaborately carved bone handle. It was an inch thick at the handle, narrowing to a slender tip. The girls had seen such a whip before, at the slave market on Akkadis known as the Rose Garden. They knew what it could do to a slave girl’s flesh. The eunuch looked very strong. Kyra and Millie both decided they would try their very best to make certain they never felt his kourbash.

The Klang Arak explained that he was the Head Keeper of the Slaves, the chief eunuch of the seraglio. They must obey him, and all of his eunuchs, at all times. Any of his eunuchs, even the youngest apprentices who were no more than twelve years of age, had the authority to discipline any of the Kzam’s girls, for any infraction or offence, real or imagined. The orders of even the most junior apprentice carried the same weight as if issued by the Klang Arak himself. 

The Klang Arak ordered them to undress. They understood that he was a eunuch but they still felt mortified as he examined them each in turn. He removed a small book from a pocket and made some notes. 

Finally he explained that there was one unpleasant formality that for their own sakes would be dealt with immediately. They were going to be branded.

(ix)

“Good morning, miss”

“Good morning, miss”

“Good morning, miss.”

The three girls stood politely and smiled and curtsied as Amanda entered the room. 

“Good morning, girls,” replied Amanda. They looked demure and pretty in their yellow Akkadis Leisure dresses. They would not be wearing their uniforms for long, but they made an excellent impression while they did. All three were beautiful, Amanda thought, with pretty faces and lovely feminine figures. Two were blonde and one brunette. Their names were Tessa, Flora and Peony.

They did not sit until Amanda herself sat down. Amanda knew they would have been taught impeccable manners and etiquette, as well as domestic science, child care, dancing, physical education and general knowledge. They were the produce of Seven Fountains Farm and they were eighteen standard years of age and on their way to the Rose Garden to be sold. They were all virgins, of course. Akkadis Leisure was naturally strict about that. Soiled goods would do nothing for the company’s reputation, nor its balance sheet.

Amanda chatted to the three girls while they waited for the vehicle which would take them to the slave market. Naturally the girls were fearful. Their years on the farm, safe and protected, were over now. Their new lives were about to begin. Within days they would be branded and sold to strangers. They knew they would have one chance and one chance only for a happy life, or even a bearable one. 

The girls asked Amanda for advice, for any tips she could offer. She tried to think of something useful to suggest, something they had not already been taught, but their training must have been thorough. “Find out what your master likes,” said Amanda, “and do it. Show him you enjoy whatever he does to you.” The girls blushed, especially Peony, the shy brunette. “If he is married, respect his wife. Make yourself useful to her.” The girls nodded, attending to every word Amanda spoke. 

It was little wonder that free women, and wives especially, hated concubines and slaves. How could any free woman compete with such creatures as these? They were delectable: beautiful, trained, obedient, and as eager to please as if their lives depended on it, which indeed they did. But a wife did not have to compete with a slave. She could simply persuade her husband to dispose of the girl. 

(x)

Mrs Knott had not recorded Roxana in the Saddle. It would not have been useful for blackmail purposes. 

But the manageress of the Maidens of Nenuphar was not as clever as she had imagined. Realistically she should never have expected to blackmail such powerful people successfully and escape the consequences. As it happened, those consequences would be worse, far worse, than either the manageress or anyone else could possibly have imagined. Though Mrs Knott would not be present to see it, the time was soon coming when war would rage across a thousand inhabited worlds, and Empires, Kzamates and Commonwealths would rise and fall, as a consequence of her foolishness.
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PART I: At the Maidens of Nenuphar

1: DOCTOR’S ORDERS

Bullivant’s Syndrome: A rare but notifiable, contagious, painful, incurable and eventually fatal sexually transmitted disease, first identified in 2863 at Petwen University by Professor James Bullivant and Mr A.R. Cornish, who each tried his best not to have the infection named after himself. Bullivant lost this struggle. It is also known as ‘crusts,’ and by various vulgar colloquialisms. All attempts at a cure have proved unsuccessful due to its ability to adapt its cellular structure rapidly….

Family Medical Encyclopaedia (Cornubium University Press: Nenuphar, 2991)

At the pleasure house known as the Maidens of Nenuphar on Akkadis, ten newly purchased slave girls were being taught how to serve and entertain their customers. 

Four of them were local girls, the daughters or young wives of men condemned as traitors. Their families had been executed, but Amanda, her daughter Honeysuckle, Roxana and Anemone had been spared (if that was an appropriate word) and instead condemned to servitude. 

The other six were Leah, her sister Rebekka, Aimee, Carys, Nysha and Clara. They had been captured when an interstellar passenger liner, the Evening Star, was boarded and plundered. They had been transported beyond the frontiers of the Empire and sold into slavery at the Rose Garden, a slave market on the fiercely independent planet of Akkadis.

The ten girls were now listening attentively to their instructress. When Rebekka shyly hesitated at one point, ashamed to obey one of the instructress’s commands, she received a sharp stroke of the cane across the back of her bare thigh. The other girls hurried to obey promptly. The instructress was an unsmiling woman in her mid-thirties named Ronika, herself a slave but elevated to the position of deputy manageress of the Maidens. Ronika seemed to take a particular pleasure in disciplining the girls.

They had been taught how to serve drinks in the lounge bar and to practise the art of conversation. It was very important to smile, they had been told. They must always appear both happy and genuinely honoured to be serving their gentleman. They must always be charming. The best pleasure slaves were intelligent, the instructress said. A good starting point was to encourage the gentleman to talk about his favourite subject, which was invariably himself. 

They were also taught how to entertain their gentleman in bed. They were given detailed instructions on the techniques they might employ to make his experience as enjoyable as possible They practised these, as far as is possible for two women, in pairs, desperately ashamed and horrified but anxious to cooperate. 

They were taught some of the things they might do or say to make a gentleman want to ask for them again, either by name or number. They were each given a target for their weekly earnings. Any girl who failed to achieve her target should expect to face the consequences. 

They looked at each other in despair, absorbing the facts of their new reality. Anemone was the pretty dark haired young widow of a synthetic chemist who had been accused of treason and executed. She was known to the others simply as Ana. Ana could not imagine how she could bring herself to do what would be required of her. But the new girls had all been made to watch the last Entertainment Night, when Aimee was flogged, and Ana knew that she could not defy the manageress. She tried to force from her mind all thought of what was to happen the next day. It was too horrible to contemplate.

They were taught the art of massage, and of how a pleasure slave should bathe a man. They spent several hours practising dance steps, at first wearing their skimpy costumes and then naked, appalled to learn that they would sometimes be expected to dance publicly for the customers on the little stage in the lounge bar, either topless or completely bare. 

The manageress, Mrs Knott, did not of course expect them to become accomplished pleasure slaves in a single day. That would take time. For today it was sufficient that they learn enough to be merely adequate. Their very inexperience would lend to their charm. They need know only enough to meet their weekly targets and prevent them from being chosen for the next Entertainment, they were told. With experience would come skill. They would learn to love their occupation. If they were good, they would receive tips and these tips would count towards their weekly targets.

For Carys, Nysha, Leah, Clara and Aimee the tuition was perhaps less humiliating than for the others. The crew of the Vengeance Is Mine had used them as their common playthings, as virtual pleasure slaves, for the duration of the voyage to Akkadis. Commander Bual had been correct in his opinion that their experiences would help them to survive in the life that awaited them. 

Bekka, Roxie and Honey were virgins. While just as frightened as the others, they understood that they would not have to serve any customers upstairs the following day, although they might be serving drinks in the lounge bar, or dancing. Mrs Knott would have to find a very special gentleman for each of them, she said: someone who would pay a great deal of money to break them in. Again they exchanged glances, appalled by this new revelation. 

They were still digesting the awful reality when Binka arrived with a message from Mrs Knott. They were to go immediately to the medical room where they would have ear tags fitted. They would then prepare for an inspection by Mrs Knott. After that, they were each going to see the doctor.

An hour later, the ten new girls stood still, straight and silent, beneath Mrs Knott's critical gaze. They were dressed identically in white cropped tops and panties. Each girl’s hair had been trimmed, parted in the centre, and plaited. Each now wore an ear tag in her left ear, and each pierced earlobe now throbbed hotly. The tags depicted a tiny pink heart, the badge of the Akkadis Leisure Group, the company which owned the Maidens of Nenuphar and all its pleasure slaves. The same pink heart was displayed on the front of each girl’s panties, with the motto, ‘We Love to Love,’ embroidered in cursive script in a semicircle over the heart. 

All Akkadis Leisure girls were ear tagged. It was company policy, they were told. The ear tags which Toltok had fitted on the Evening Star girls had been removed at the Rose Garden, and now Bowser had fitted the new ones. Each girl had stepped forward in turn, dry mouthed, to be tagged. Each had gasped or whimpered as Bowser squeezed the pliers shut, and then returned to the line. None had dared complain.  

Then Ronika ordered them to pose for photographs. They were told to smile sweetly and pose prettily, individually and then in groups of three or four. They had already seen photographs of all the Maidens of Nenuphar girls displayed in the entrance lobby where customers first arrived and they were mortified to learn that their own pictures would soon join those of the other pleasure slaves, a humiliating, permanent and public record of their new status. Worse still, they knew that their photographs and names would appear in the Maidens of Nenuphar photobrochure on the infochannels. 

For Roxie, Ana, Amanda and her daughter Honeysuckle, the humiliation was worst of all. They were local Akkadisi women. Any one of their old acquaintances might view the advertisements and see them scantily dressed as pleasure slaves and learn of their degraded status. 

At that moment they were joined by the other pleasure slaves. The entire complement of the Maidens of Nenuphar was to receive its quarterly medical examination and treatment. They were ordered to undress and form a queue in front of a small table. The ten new girls were sent to the back of the queue. 

Honey heard someone say that the doctor had arrived. Ashamed, she looked towards the front of the queue to the small table, to see if it was a man or woman.

Honey saw the doctor and her heart sank. It was Dr Nargal, her parents’ friend, her father’s friend really, who sometimes visited them for dinner. Used to visit, she corrected herself. He had sheltered them overnight when they were fleeing the authorities. She could not let Dr Nargal see her like this, naked in a pleasure house. She simply could not. But with mounting panic Honey realised that she had no alternative. She looked around for Amanda, her mother, to ask her advice, but Amanda was several places behind her, at the very back of the queue.

Honey looked at the girls in front of her in the queue. There were perhaps thirty or more of them, she thought, standing quietly, all completely bare and awaiting the medical inspection. She could see only their backs, but they all looked pretty, she thought. Carys and Nysha were in front of Honey and the other new girls were all behind her. So far the doctor had seen neither Honey nor Amanda.

Honey watched with mounting dread as the first girl in the line was called forward. It was Binka. The doctor spoke little, occasionally giving instructions or writing brief notes. He inserted a probe into Binka’s mouth and waited a few seconds before it bleeped. He glanced at a hand held monitor. Satisfied, he ordered her to bend down. She immediately spread her feet wide apart. Taking care to keep her knees straight, she bent forward and touched the floor.

This time Nargal inserted the probe deeply but carefully into Binka’s vagina. Again it bleeped. “All clear,” said the doctor, and made a note. The slave girl was free from any venereal infections. She was fit for purpose. Rather unnecessarily, the device had also checked Binka for pregnancy.

But the doctor did not tell Binka to stand. Instead, he picked up a syringe and pressed it firmly into Binka’s right buttock. “Hold still,” he said. Binka had squirmed. “Good girl,” he said when he had finished. Two further injections followed. Binka was now protected against most infections and she need not fear becoming pregnant. The protection would last for at least three months. 

Nargal slapped her on the buttocks and said simply, “You’re done. Next!” Binka straightened, curtsied, and hurried away. The relief was visible on her face. The next girl stepped forward to receive the same treatment, which was delivered with equal speed.

The third girl was a pretty, fair haired twenty year old named Emily. She was an Imperial, captured two years earlier in a raid on her home planet of Rhodopea. She had been at the Maidens less than a year, and had particular reason to feel nervous. 

Emily knew that the injections gave protection from most venereal infections; almost all of them, in fact, except for a particularly dangerous contagion commonly known as ‘crusts.’ 

Her problem was that she thought Mr Granicus might have crusts. Mr Granicus visited the Maidens fortnightly, and invariably selected Emily to entertain him. He was a creature of habit. The girls of the Maidens of Nenuphar gossiped and speculated that Mr Granicus might be ‘crusty,’ as the expression went. 

In fact, ‘crusts’ was vanishingly rare. Nevertheless it was at least a theoretical possibility, and quarterly tests for it were a legal requirement for all licensed pleasure houses. Dr Nargal could not sign off the medical certificate for the Maidens of Nenuphar without testing all the girls for it.

Mrs Knott had heard the rumour and dismissed it entirely. There had not been a case of ‘crusts’ at the Maidens for years. It was true that Mr Granicus’s attitude to personal hygiene was careless, if not downright cavalier. But foul breath, body odour and sores did not necessarily indicate ‘crusts,’ and it was not for a pleasure slave to question a gentleman’s lifestyle choices. Mrs Knott did not concern herself with the overwrought imagination of a foolish slave girl. 

Emily herself knew that her fears were probably unfounded, but she also knew, or thought she knew, what happened to pleasure slaves who contracted ‘crusts.’ They were removed from the pleasure house immediately and either destroyed or sent to the Arena, which amounted to the same thing. Everyone said that.

Nervously, Emily stepped forward. Nargal inserted the probe into her mouth. He did not consider it necessary to rinse it between patients. Emily’s heart was thumping as she waited for the bleeps. She was a pretty girl, tall and slender. It seemed to take an age for the doctor to look at the monitor. Expressionless, he said, “Bend,” and Emily obeyed and waited for him to insert the probe. At last he spoke.

“All clear,” said Nargal, and Emily felt dizzy with relief. The injections were painful, but that did not matter. When Nargal slapped her buttocks and said, “You’re done. Next!” Emily curtsied, grinned broadly and thanked him. She was safe, for another three months at least. Even Nargal smiled as she ran cheerfully to fetch her clothes.

With mounting dread Honey realised that the queue in front of her was disappearing quickly. It was now the turn of Carys, the first of the new girls. The procedure was similar, except that Nargal began by squeezing and prodding the former starship stewardess’s breasts. The pretty blonde blushed, but cooperated obediently. Nargal administered the tests and injections and then dismissed her. Relieved, Carys curtsied, thanked him, and make a hasty retreat. Nysha stepped forward to the little table.

Honey stood at the front of the diminishing queue now, no longer able to hide behind Nysha. She was in full view of the doctor, standing a few feet from him, bare and blushing and shyly covering her pudenda and breasts with her hands. 

When she heard the doctor say, “Next,” Honey stepped forward as if automatically. Mrs Knott was beside him. “Stand straight,” she said. Honey dropped her hands to her sides and stood perfectly straight, burning with shame. She was slender, with small but firm pointed breasts and straight, golden blonde hair. She was eighteen. Uncertain what to say, she remained silent as the doctor first examined her breasts and then inserted the probe into her mouth.

Satisfied, Nargal said, “Bend.” 

“This one’s a virgin,” said Mrs Knott.

The doctor nodded. “Yes. Glowing a pretty shade of pink,” he remarked, carefully inserting the probe. The law made no exceptions. Honey winced only slightly. “I see you’ve got the dam too,” Nargal added. He was speaking to Mrs Knott. Honey knew that a ‘dam’ was what farmers called an animal’s mother. Nargal had noticed Amanda at the back of the queue. 

The monitor bleeped and the doctor was satisfied.

The first injection stung the most. It was the contraceptive. The others also stung, but not as much. Honey remained bent over until Nargal slapped her buttocks and said, “Good girl, Honey. Next time you won’t blush. You’ll be used to it. Next!”

Honey curtsied as she had seen the other girls do, thanked the doctor and gratefully made her way to where Carys and Nysha had been told to wait. They stood comforting each other, still bare. The ordeal was over, for now at least, and Honey found it impossible not to cry. None of them had any wish to sit down on their bruised buttocks. In moments, Roxie joined them, shaking and tearful, and then Ana.

Amanda was the last in the queue. When her turn arrived, the reason for the breast examinations became apparent. Nargal pressed and squeezed Amanda’s breasts. She winced, blushing hotly. She wanted to push his hand away, but dared not.

“You want gel, then?” asked Nargal. The question was directed not at Amanda, but at Mrs Knott. 

“Yes. Two hundred and fifty mils each, do you think?” Mrs Knott suggested. 

“Better make it two hundred. You want them firm, not enormous.”

“Yes, the gentlemen like them firm,” replied Mrs Knott. “Very well. Can you do it now? Binka, take her to the medical room.” 

To Amanda, Mrs Knott added, “Don’t look so miserable, girl. It’s for your own good. The boys will like you with some gel in your tits. At your age you need all the help you can get.”


2: ROOM FOR IMPROVEMENT

Biosilicon gel…. The use of biosilicon gel for breast enhancement has of course been illegal throughout the Empire and most independent worlds for several centuries. There are safer ways of enhancing a woman’s breasts, and indeed her self-esteem, ways which do not incur the risk of cancer and painful disfigurement in later years….

Family Medical Encyclopaedia.  (Nenuphar: Cornubium University Press, 2991)

In the medical room, Binka ordered Amanda to stand with her back against an upright post. She fastened Amanda’s wrists together, above her head and behind the post, with the strap looped over a hook so that she could not lower her hands. Moments later, Nargal entered the room and Binka left. 

Amanda was mortified, conscious of her nakedness in front of her former family friend and aware that her breasts were lifted and thrust forward. She understood what Mrs Knott had ordered and she was horrified by it. But now there was a tiny glimmer of hope.  For the first time, she was alone with Nargal.

“Sebastian,” she whispered quietly but urgently, “Seb, please, please, you have to help us. You’ve seen Honey. We think they’ve got Tom, too. Please, Seb, maybe you can – ouch! Ouch!” Amanda’s sentence was cut short by two sharp strokes of a cane across her thighs.

“Do you ever think about other people instead of just yourself?” retorted Nargal. “I will not get involved in treason. And you will in future address me as ‘sir’ or ‘master’ at all times. Do I make myself quite clear?”

“Yes, yes, sir,” replied Amanda, shocked by the ferocity of his response. 

Nargal looked at Amanda carefully. She had blonde hair, an excellent figure and a lovely face. Her stomach was flat and smooth, her skin firm and toned. She had been from a well-to-do family and able to afford to look after herself and maintain her appearance. Despite her thirty-eight years Amanda was strikingly beautiful. It was quite apparent where Honey got her looks from. Akkadis Leisure had done well to purchase both the dam and the filly, Nargal thought. Amanda’s breasts were of a good size. It was necessary only to firm them a little. 

Amanda began to cry quietly. The men will like me more, with gel in my breasts, she thought. That’s what Mrs Knott said. That’s all that matters now, she realised fearfully. She no longer existed for herself or for Michael, but merely to give pleasure to men, to Mrs Knott’s ‘gentlemen.’ She watched Nargal go to a cupboard and begin measuring, mixing and heating the required quantity of gel. He carefully drew two hundred millilitres of the thick, hot fluid into a large syringe and attached a needle. The syringe was as large as a beaker of tea and half full of the thick, translucent grey liquid. The needle was as long as her fingers and thick, perhaps two millimetres thick. It had to be thick. The liquid, even heated, was thick and viscous.

The prohibition on the use of biosilicon gel did not of course apply to slaves. It was a very cheap and effective means of improving a slave girl’s appearance and earning capacity, provided that the owner was willing to accept the risks. After ten years or so the gel would lose its plasticity and become an inflexible, brittle and possibly very painful mass. Often it was surrounded by cancerous tumours. 

For the purposes of Akkadis Leisure though, the gel was ideal. The company was not concerned with Amanda’s future. Realistically, she had very little future. The life of a pleasure slave did not lend itself to longevity. Amanda had perhaps several years of use as a pleasure slave remaining before she reached the end of her useful life. If she was later used for breeding, her physical appearance would no longer matter.

Amanda whimpered and tried to twist away as Nargal brought the syringe closer. It was an instinctive but obviously futile reaction.

“Don’t wriggle,” said Nargal. “If you wriggle, it will hurt more.” 

It’s going to hurt, thought Amanda. 

“And don’t scream,” Nargal added. “I want you quiet. Quiet as a mouse.” He whispered the last few words, and grinned.

Nargal stood behind Amanda and began massaging her breasts, kneading them to prepare them for the gel. She blushed hotly, but managed to remain silent except for occasional whimpers.

Next he stepped around to her front and took her right nipple firmly between thumb and forefinger and pulled. With the syringe in his other hand, he pressed the needle firmly into her flesh. Amanda closed her eyes, clenched her teeth and winced. She heard as much as felt the needle, worn by years of use, tear into her mammary tissue. Mrs Knott did not waste money on unnecessary equipment and Nargal did not consider it his responsibility to supply new needles. By an effort of will Amanda managed to restrain herself from crying out. Only a gasp and a whimper escaped her. 

Nargal noticed, and was impressed. The woman knows what is required of her, he thought, and is determined to do it. She wants to survive. She will serve her owners well. 

Amanda felt the warm fluid filling her mammary glands, flowing and spreading through the passages within her breast. 

At last the doctor withdrew the needle, but he was not finished with her breast. Three times more he inserted the needle, so that the gel was injected to the left and the right and above and below her nipple. Not since she had been nursing Tom had her breast felt so full and heavy.

Nargal was satisfied. He went to fill the syringe again, giving Amanda a brief respite. With mounting dread she watched him prepare the syringe again, to use on her other breast. 

Again she winced and gasped as it penetrated her flesh. At one point Nargal grinned, aware that he had been painfully clumsy with one of the injections.

Amanda’s breasts were throbbing painfully and the engorged glands were stretched full with the gel when Nargal stepped back to admire his handiwork. This time he did not squeeze her breasts. The gel must be allowed to set, or his work would be ruined.

“You see, it doesn’t hurt if you keep still,” he said. “Later, you can look in the mirror. I think you will like what I’ve done.” He paused. “In a few days I’ll come back.” As he spoke, Nargal slid his hands down over Amanda’s slim waist, feeling her smooth taught flesh. “I’ll ask for you. I do a lot of work for Akkadis Leisure. They are quite generous. I don’t have to pay. It’s a perk of the job.” He slid one hand down to her crotch, sliding it over her labia, and squeezed her buttocks with his other hand. 

Disgusted both by his words and his actions, Amanda dared to say “Please, no sir.”

“But not tonight, Amanda. No-one must touch you tonight. It would press your breasts and ruin their shape. The gel has to set first. Tonight, your arms have to be kept above your head, so that your breasts don’t sag. Tomorrow, the gel will be set. It will be firm, but flexible.” As he spoke, Nargal fitted a supporting bra to Amanda and lowered her wrists a little down the post. Her hands were still held above her head, but at least she could sit down. 

“I think I’ll have Honey, too,” Nargal added. “Not yet, obviously. Not while she’s still a virgin. I don’t imagine Mrs Knott’s generosity would extend that far. But when she’s properly broken in I can’t see that there’d be any objection. I’ll give her good seeing to. I’ve often admired the way she walks, you know. I like the way she wiggles her buttocks. Is that deliberate, do you think, or is it natural in some women?”

“Master, please, please not that. Not Honey, please not Honey,” interrupted Amanda.

“Your circumstances have changed,” said Nargal, his voice hardening once more. “And so have Honey’s. You must understand that. You are an intelligent woman. Honey is young. She will adapt easily. I’ve seen it before. After a few weeks here she’ll spread her legs as soon as a customer snaps his fingers. She’ll learn to love it. Allow me to give you some advice, Amanda. Do not be recalcitrant. You need friends now. You both do. Not enemies.” 

He paused, and returned to his earlier train of thought. “I suppose it’s instinctive in some women to walk like that. It’s all a matter of evolution. Over thousands of years it must have given women a slightly better chance of survival. And their offspring. You’ve probably evolved that way, to please your men.” 

Nargal cleaned and tidied his paraphernalia and left.

Alone, Amanda considered the meaning of Nargal’s attitude. He no longer considered Amanda and Honey his friends. Did he betray us? She wondered. Did he lock us in his basement and contact the Commission for Public Safety? 

Already, Amanda’s arms were beginning to ache. She looked down at her breasts. They were heavy and engorged, but thrusting forwards provocatively.

Amanda was terribly afraid that Mrs Knott was right. The men were going to like her breasts very much.


3: CARROT AND STICK

It is better that some should be unhappy than that none should be happy, which would be the case in a generous state of equality. 

Samuel Johnson

“Oh, Mr Bapan, how lovely to see you,” said Mrs Knott. “We haven’t seen you for a while. Have you been away?” Mrs Knott sounded friendly, charming and professional, politely and genuinely interested in Mr Bapan. She was wearing a smart black evening gown. 

Mr Bapan smiled and nodded and then looked back towards the stage, where three pretty girls were dancing in time to the music. “Mr Bapan, I’m afraid Suki is no longer with us. But this young lady is very keen to meet your acquaintance. Her name is Ana. May we join you for a while?”

Mr Bapan took another sip of his drink, looked away from the stage and studied Ana carefully. “She’s rather like Suki actually,” continued Mrs Knott. “She’s very sweet and keen to please. She’s new, she’s quite young and still very shy, but she’d love to get to know you better.”

Mr Bapan was pleased with what she saw. Ana had a sweet face, firm breasts and lovely figure, although her hair was dark. Suki had been blonde. Like all the girls in the Maidens that evening, she wore a thin, silky, strappy dress which was low cut, with sides split up to her thighs. It displayed Ana’s lovely figure to full advantage, while still leaving something to the imagination. 

Mr Bapan grinned. “Sit down,” he said.

“Sit down, Ana dear, don’t be shy. No, not there, sit next to Mr Bapan. He won’t bite. You won’t bite, will you, Mr Bapan?” smiled Mrs Knott. Ana swallowed and sat where she was told, trying to control her rising panic. She understood the consequences if her client this evening was not satisfied. 

Mrs Knott was pleased that Mr Bapan did not ask where or why Suki had gone. He was a very sensible gentleman, Mrs Knott thought. He had liked Suki but he would be just as happy with Ana, who was, after all, very attractive.

The business with Suki had been unpleasant. She had been a good girl, keen to please, very compliant and a good little earner, Mrs Knott considered. She had been at the Maidens of Nenuphar for two years. Mrs Knott would have liked to keep her there for another five years or so before sending her for breeding, but fate, in the form of an extremely unpleasant customer, had decided otherwise.

The customer concerned - even Mrs Knott did not consider him a gentleman - was a young man named Artur Thrux. Thrux had been rough with Suki. A little roughness was to be expected now and again. Gentlemen could not very well be rough with their wives, and they sometimes considered a visit to the Maidens of Nenuphar an excellent opportunity to expend some of their frustrations, their irritations with everyday life. Mrs Knott knew and naturally understood this. Usually no permanent damage was done. 

But on this occasion the young man in question had become carried away. He had bitten Suki very severely, especially on her breasts. In particular, one nipple had been almost entirely chewed off. Suki, having already been fastened in a brace, had not been in a position to struggle, but when young Mr Thrux began to unfasten her, she had scratched his face. The client had a wealthy uncle, a powerful man named Senator Thrux who could have made terrible trouble both for Mrs Knott and for Mrs Carno, the owner of Akkadis Leisure. 

Thankfully the Senator and Mrs Carno had resolved the matter amicably. The Senator had compensated Akkadis Leisure for the full value of the pleasure slave on the understanding that Suki was discreetly destroyed. She was in fact sent to the Arena. A disfigured pleasure slave was not good for business. Mrs Carno had agreed that no-one from the Maidens would ever mention that the Senator’s nephew was responsible for the incident. It was a fair compromise. A slave who struck a free man or woman could be impaled in Akkadisi law. At least in Suki’s case, her owners would receive full compensation for the girl. 

But Mrs Knott sensed that her own career had been damaged, too. She was expected to anticipate and prevent such unpleasantness. She knew that Mrs Carno had not forgiven her. 

Mr Bapan knew nothing of any of this. He put his hand on Ana’s thigh and squeezed, testing its firmness. The man is a complete stranger, thought Ana, but he is prodding and squeezing me as if I were an item on a market stall. A polite housewife would not squeeze a loaf of bread or a piece of fruit in a shop like that. 

His hand moved up to her breast and squeezed it through the thin fabric of her dress.  She knew she must not protest. Then he began to unfasten the bow at the back of her neck. In a moment the front of the dress would slip down, exposing her breasts. Did he not realise that she was wearing nothing beneath the thin dress? She knew that she must on no account push his hand away. Such discourtesy to one of Mrs Knott’s gentlemen would be unforgivable. But for an instant her self-control snapped. Twenty-two years of modest upbringing in a respectable family could not easily be erased. Desperately she wriggled away and covered her breasts with her hands.

Even in that moment of desperation she realised that she had made a dreadful mistake. She had been told never to resist a gentleman’s attentions. On the contrary, they were to be encouraged. She glanced at Mrs Knott and was dismayed to see a flash of anger in her eyes. 

“I do apologise, Mr Bapan,” said Mrs Knott. “She is very shy. Ana, put your hands down by your sides.” Defeated, Ana obeyed. “Good girl,” said the manageress.

Mr Bapan surveyed the breasts, now exposed to his uninterrupted gaze. They were not too big, but of good size, firm with no sign of any tendency to sag. Ana was glowing pinkly. Next, Mr Bapan slid his hand along Ana’s thigh, beneath the split skirt of her dress. Mrs Knott smiled inwardly. It was time to leave Mr Bapan’s alcove.

“Would you excuse me, Mr Bapan? Just ask Petra if you’d like to take Ana upstairs.”

Ana glanced at Mr Bapan’s drink. It was almost full. He was drinking slowly. Surely he would finish the drink before he took her upstairs. Perhaps he would not take her at all. Perhaps he would just watch the girls dancing on the stage. They all looked very pretty. The first three had gone, and a different girl was dancing now, on her own. Surely if Mr Bapan just wanted to sit and drink and perhaps talk to Ana, she would not be punished for that?

Suddenly Mr Bapan lifted his glass, tipped back his head and drained his drink. “Let’s go upstairs,” he said. 

From two of the other alcoves, Nysha and Aimee each saw Ana being led out. She was holding Mr Bapan’s lower arm with both of her hands, in the feminine way they had all been taught. They paused at a cash desk where Petra, the deputy manageress on duty, accepted the prescribed payment of fifteen solidi. Ana and Mr Bapan headed towards the elevator portal and out of sight. 

It had taken a long time, but Mr Bapan had eventually finished. He had done everything that he wanted to do to Ana, and Ana had done everything that Mr Bapan demanded. Now she knelt, entirely bare, with her back perfectly straight and her palms pressed together in supplication as she had been taught. It was a degrading position, a blasphemous parody of the position in which devout monophysites like Ana received the blessing from their priest. Ana hated it. Bapan had not given her permission to dress.

“Thank you for choosing me tonight, master,” Ana intoned. “Have I been satisfactory?” Her own voice sounded strange in her ears as she uttered the words and smiled as she had been instructed. This was the moment of truth. If Mr Bapan was not satisfied, he might complain. Then it might be Ana on the stage on the next Entertainment Night. Ana desperately wanted Mr Bapan to be pleased with her. He had seemed kind. He was patient when he told her what to do and she had tried her very best to make him happy. If she had still failed to please him then she might displease other gentlemen too. Ana understood the consequences. 

Now fully dressed, Mr Bapan reached into his pocket and pulled out a coin. It was a tiny coin, called a prime, worth one tenth of a solidus. There were ten seconds to a prime and ten primes to a solidus. Bapan put the coin to Ana’s mouth and she took it in her lips as she had been taught, transferred it to her hands and resumed her position of supplication. “Thank you, master! Thank you, master!” she said. Her smile was genuine, now. He had given her a tip, and so he must be pleased with her. Surely he would not complain, if he had given her a tip. Ana reached out and took his hand and said, “Master, please come back soon. Choose me again. I will learn how to make you happy. Please!”

The man ruffled her hair and said, “Good girl.” 

He likes me. He likes me! Ana thought. She beamed, suffused with gratitude and relief.

Only after he had left did Ana realise that Mr Bapan had not made a note of her name and number. Her number was on the badge on her dress, but Ana had not been wearing it for very long before he had told her to take it off. Suppose he forgot both her name and number?

Then the full import of what she had done, dawned upon Ana. Was it really only a few days ago that this nightmare had begun? If she had been asked then, she would have said that she would have preferred to die rather than be unfaithful to Piers. She and Piers had been married for only four months. In the last two hours Mr Bapan had required her to do things that Piers had never asked for. She had not merely given her body to another man. She had accepted payment for it and been grateful. In her heart she knew it. If only for an instant, she had been genuinely grateful to receive that coin. Still on her knees and still entirely bare, Ana slumped forward, shaking and weeping with shame. 

She was still curled up in that position when Binka, who had been sent to look for her when she did not reappear, found her.


4: GENTLEMAN’S AGREEMENT

How pleasant it is to have money.

A.H. Clough

It had been a busy night in the Maidens of Nenuphar. Aimee and Nysha had each watched with sympathy mixed with fear for their own predicaments as Ana was led out. Within minutes each was herself taken upstairs to meet a similar fate. 

Aimee in particular had an especially busy evening. It was only two days since the Wednesday Night Entertainment in which the pretty blonde had been stretched over a frame and flogged by Bowser. She still bore a dozen deep purple stripes across her buttocks, and her services had been requested by a number of gentlemen who had watched that performance. 

Carys and Leah had been sent to dance on the tiny stage while Bekka, Honey and Roxie, each wearing white dresses and white ribbons in their hair intended to proclaim their virginity, were sent to serve drinks at certain tables. Mrs Knott was determined that the three virgins should each receive the best possible start in their new lives and she made a point of introducing each of them to those gentlemen she knew to have expensive tastes.

One of the customers who saw Carys dancing, asked for her to be sent to his table. Carys was an attractive blonde who had been a stewardess aboard the Evening Star. Shortly afterwards she too was taken upstairs. 

Leah was sunk in despair. She had seen four of her companions hired and led away. She did not want to be taken upstairs, but she was terribly afraid of what might happen if she was not chosen at all. Would she be selected for next Wednesday’s entertainment, or would she be given a second chance? Did Mrs Knott seem like the sort of person who gave the girls second chances? And what if it happened again? What if the gentlemen simply did not like her? All the girls at the Maidens seemed to be so pretty, so beautiful. How could Leah possibly compete? She did not think Mrs Knott would tolerate failure for long. What happened to failed pleasure slaves on Akkadis? What was done with them? She had heard people talking about girls who were sent to the Gilded Cage or to the Arena. What happened at those places?

Leah tried not to look at the faces of the men watching her as she danced. She was wearing a tiny microbikini, little more than several tiny triangles of cloth held together by cords. Earlier, the other girls were also wearing microbikinis when they danced, but to her dismay Leah saw Petra tell several of them to remove their costumes and dance completely bare. Would Leah, too, be required to dance naked?

Minutes later, she saw Petra approach the stage and gesture to her. With her heart in her mouth, Leah approached the edge of the stage and knelt to hear her instructions above the loud music.

“Go to Table 18,” said Petra simply. “You’ve been booked.”

By the time Aimee and Nysha were showered and perfumed and returned to the lounge, Leah had been taken upstairs. Aimee and Nysha were sent to dance and later both were taken upstairs again. 

Leah had been correct in her surmise. Later in the evening she, Carys, Aimee and Nysha were each told to dance naked. The same requirements as to costume, or lack of it, applied equally to all the Maidens of Nenuphar except the three virgins. They had each danced, but they had been allowed to wear short white dresses throughout their performances. This was not to spare their humiliation but to draw attention to their virginity and excite interest in them. 

Ana was not required to serve again that evening. Mrs Knott was, on this one occasion, willing to spare her. Of all the new girls, only Amanda, still recovering from her breast enhancement, was not required to serve at all that night.

Leah was very pretty, with dark hair and an attractive figure, like her sister Rebekka. She had worried needlessly that the men would not like her. She, Carys and Nysha were each booked twice that evening. Aimee was taken upstairs no fewer than five times. It was almost four in the morning before she was allowed to return to the large dormitory, where the girls slept on mats neatly arranged in rows. Amanda hugged her, and all the new girls, unable to sleep, comforted her.

They spoke in hushed whispers. They were forbidden to talk in the dormitory. They needed their sleep. They must be fresh and ready for the next day. The gentlemen liked the girls to be bright eyed and cheerful, not half asleep.

The new girls exchanged their stories. Some men had been kind and patient, others harsh and demanding. Some were generous. One man had given Nysha a tip of two solidi. Others give no tips at all. They had, after all, paid their full fee in advance. 

The girls all hated accepting the money, but they were required to do so. They handed the money straight to the deputy manageress on duty, who recorded the girl’s name and the amount in a ledger. This was, in effect, their pension fund. It would be returned to them, Petra explained, when their useful lives were over. The tips they earned also counted towards their weekly earnings targets. If they made a lot in tips, it would help them to avoid punishment.

Over the following days the girls served different men and began to learn the skills they would need to survive. To her shock, Ana soon realised that she could no longer remember precisely how many men had used her.

Amanda was now serving along with the other girls. She had been spared for only one evening. Mrs Knott’s prediction was proved correct. With her enhanced breasts and already lovely face and figure, Amanda was proving very popular.

Only Roxana, Honeysuckle and Rebekka were still waiting to learn their fate. They were spared, for the moment at least, having to serve Mrs Knott’s gentlemen. Each understood what awaited her, but not the identity or character of the man who would take her virginity, or when, and the anticipation filled their hearts with dread. 

But Mrs Knott had not been remiss in arranging their futures.

Petrus Ipoletz was a widower with two grown up children now living apart from him. He had for most of his life been very thrifty, a habit which had been necessary to build up his scrap metal business.

He had inherited the business from his father. His father had been merely cunning and thrifty, and had made an adequate living. But Petrus was cunning, thrifty and also unscrupulous, and that additional talent had been sufficient to make his business thrive. He had been willing to take certain risks, including making certain deals which were not entirely legal, and his business had prospered as a consequence. 

Then, three years earlier, he had invested a large portion of his capital in purchasing the entire engine cores of three interstellar liners which were being refitted. It had been a risk. He was not licensed to work with even mildly radioactive materials. But no one had discovered his activities and the gamble had paid off.  He had the huge engines broken down and most of the constituent metals separated and sold. A quantity of cinerium weighing almost three stones had also been recovered. He had retained this for several years. An acquaintance who seemed to know about such things had told him that the price of cinerium was likely to increase.

Increase it did. Everybody seemed to imagine that there was going to be a war between the Empire and the Atkoi Kzamate. This was quite probable, Ipoletz considered. The Atkoi frequently raided Imperial outposts, and probably always would. This would be another such raid. The Kzam would either be punished, as they always used to be, or bought off, as was more usual nowadays. It would not be a major war, he thought, and it would not affect Akkadis directly. Akkadis was neutral. 

Ipoletz eventually sold his cinerium for almost six million solidi and became overnight the wealthiest man he knew. His profit from the cinerium alone exceeded the total value of the rest of his business and investments combined.

But he was also conscious that he was growing older. Thrift entails postponing pleasures in order to enjoy greater pleasure at a later date. Now, surely, that later date had arrived. His children were both well provided for, certainly better than they deserved, and Ipoletz saw no reason why he should not spend a fraction of his fortune on indulging himself.

The exercise session had begun an hour ago and all the girls were tired. Each day they had at least an hour’s exercise, and usually more. All Akkadis Leisure girls did. Yesterday, for the new girls at the Maidens of Nenuphar, it had been a dance lesson. Today it had been floor exercises. 

They stood neatly in rows wearing tee shirts and jogging shorts. They had spent ninety minutes doing sit ups, star jumps and running on the spot. Within the first half hour they were all exhausted, panting for breath but not daring to stop. Amanda, a fraction older than the others, had slowed down a little during the running on the spot, but Ronika had seen her and delivered two vicious strokes of the cane across the back of Amanda’s thighs. Amanda had yelped loudly, but speeded up. No further discipline had been required.

They were trained to respond to orders immediately. On the command, ‘Kneel,’ they sank gracefully to their knees with their backs perfectly straight and the palms resting on their thighs. On the command, ‘Neck,’ they placed their palms behind their neck, with their elbows pulled firmly back. When the instructress said, ‘Palms’, they would place their palms together, as if in supplication, still kneeling. They were taught to make obeisance, gracefully sinking to their knees, touching their forehead to the floor and rising with equal grace when so commanded. All of these commands were repeated seemingly endlessly, hundreds of times, so that soon they began to respond automatically, without thought. In time, they would be taught many more commands, they were told. Exercise kept their skin firm and toned. It was good for their morale and helped to prevent depression. It also helped them to sleep well. All Akkadis Leisure girls had to have firm, flat stomachs, toned skin and bright eyes. Akkadis Leisure girls were healthy, happy girls, always cheerful and always eager to please. They must always live up to their motto: We Love to Love.

They curtsied when Mrs Knott entered the room and they all said, “Good afternoon, ma’am,” in perfect unison. They also tensed. Mrs Knott did not usually appear during a physical training lesson. It was a break from the norm, a change of routine. Any change was a cause for concern, they had learned. Roxie, Honey and Bekka in particular had every reason to fear the worst. Mrs Knott glanced at the three virgins and then said, “Roxie, Bekka.”

Both girls curtsied again and said, “Yes ma’am.”

“Come to the Private Lounge at six o’clock,” said Mrs Knott, and added to Ronika, “I want them bathed and perfumed.” She left.

The session continued for some time and they were unable to discuss the significance of the summons. Roxie and Bekka took little comfort from the fact that Honey had not been included. Honey herself was relieved to be excluded. She did not yet realise that Mrs Knott already had arrangements for her well in hand.

When Mr Ipoletz arrived at the Maidens of Nenuphar, he was shown into the small, sumptuously appointed Private Lounge. Mrs Knott, as always, was a charming hostess.

“Oh Mr Ipoletz, it is good to see you again. Do please take a seat. Binka, go and make a pot of tea, there’s a good girl, and send in Roxie and Bekka. I think you’ll find, Mr Ipoletz, that one of these two young ladies is just what you are looking for. I’m a great believer in acquiring quality. I think you’ll be impressed. I realise some houses charge a little less, but I think that when you meet my two new girls you’ll see why.”

To be fair to Mrs Knott, this was not merely an idle sales pitch. Mr Ipoletz was impressed when the two girls entered the room. They were similarly dressed in white, low cut waistcoats which lifted their breasts and left their slim, flat waists bare. Their long white skirts were split on one side right up to their hips. Bekka and Roxie both shyly tried to take small steps, not wishing to expose too much of their legs to view. Both girls were barefoot, with an anklet of blue beads on their left ankles. Both were ear tagged. Both had slavemarks tattooed on their wrists. 

They curtsied deferentially to Mrs Knott and Mr Ipoletz, and then each girl shyly spoke as she had been taught.

“I am very pleased to meet you, sir. I am Rebekka.”

“I am very pleased to meet you, sir. I am Roxana.”

Each girl smiled nervously and blushed as she spoke. Bekka had a sweet, round face, with long dark hair. She was tall, with attractive breasts, slim waist and perfectly curving hips. She had spoken in a strange accent but was understandable. Indeed, her voice was rather attractive, Ipoletz thought. The second girl, Roxana, had fair hair and an equally beautiful figure although she was a fraction shorter. Her accent was local. She sounded well educated.

Ipoletz gazed at the two lovely creatures, breathed in their perfume and promptly dismissed any lingering doubts he had had. The only remaining question was which of them to choose.

“I’ll need to see more of them,” he said. 

“Of course, Mr Ipoletz. Bekka, dear, will you take off your top, please?” 

Despite Mrs Knott’s tone, Rebekka knew she was being told, not asked. She remembered what had happened to Aimee and knew she dared not disobey. In desperation she turned to Mrs Knott and silently mouthed a single word: “Please.” 

But she saw no sympathy in her mistress’s eyes. “Go on, dear. Don’t be shy,” said Mrs Knott. Bekka knew she could hesitate no longer. She removed the waistcoat. Beneath it, she was bare. She blushed pinkly, feeling the man’s eyes on her breasts. Her breasts were small but firm, perfectly conical and pointed, Ipoletz thought.

Bekka would have been frightened even if she had been dressed modestly. Ipoletz was a horrible looking man. He was not elderly but he was bald, as though he chose to shave his head. He was rather flabby and he had a brash, aggressive manner.

“Now your skirt, too, dear,” said Mrs Knott. “And your panties. Go on, dear, we’re all friends here. There’s a good girl.”

Mrs Knott paused while Ipoletz lifted Bekka’s chin and scrutinised her face. She smelled his sour breath and hoped her revulsion did not show in her expression. He stroked her breast, felt her waist and hips and then pressed his hand to her labia. Despite her best intentions, Bekka gasped and very nearly squirmed away, but Mrs Knott caught her eye just in time with a look which Bekka understood all too clearly. 

But Mr Ipoletz had finished examining Bekka.

“Roxie, I think Mr Ipoletz would like to take a look at you too, now,” said Mrs Knott. “Take your clothes off too, dear.” Roxie obediently followed Bekka’s lead. She blushed hotly as Ipoletz inspected her. He squeezed her breasts, testing their firmness.

“They’re charming, aren’t they, Mr Ipoletz?” said Mrs Knott. “I’m afraid they’re both very shy, but they’re obedient. We’re training them, but they’re very inexperienced. They’re both virgins, of course. I can show you their medical certificates.”

“Yes, show me. But I’ll want to check for myself, on the night.”

“Of course,” nodded the manageress reasonably.

Roxie and Bekka stood perfectly straight, with their shoulders back as they had been taught. Ipoletz saw the Rose Garden brand on each of them, clear and sharp, a little to the right of each girl’s smooth, plucked mons.

Ipoletz was accustomed to making quick decisions. His instincts were usually proved right. “I’ll have that one,” he said. 

With unmitigated horror, Rebekka realised that Ipoletz had gestured at her. Roxie felt relief flood over her. It was selfish, but understandable.

“And you say she’s exclusively mine for two weeks?” he asked.

“Oh yes, absolutely, she’s entirely yours for two weeks,” Mrs Knott assured him.

“Good. And I’ll want a brace in the room.” 

The girls were dismissed. Ipoletz had already established that there was no room for negotiation on the price, which was set at three thousand solidi. He had tried to negotiate a discount. Mrs Knott had been polite, but firm. Ipoletz had pretended to be annoyed, but understood. He would pay the going rate.

Bekka and Roxie left the room, clutching their clothes. Suddenly turning dizzy, Bekka almost stumbled and Binka was obliged to guide her. My fate is a step closer now, she thought. It has been decided. That is the man. He is going to take my virginity. But when? 

And what is a brace?

Roxie knew, of course, that her reprieve would be brief. In fact she had to endure a similar ordeal again. This time it was a Mr Dako, a government minister rumoured to be a member of the Oligarchy, who had been plundering taxpayer’s money for decades, as had his father and grandfather before him. Unlike Ipoletz he had agreed to the full price without question. Mrs Knott wondered whether she should have asked a higher price, but on reflection she was glad she had not. Perhaps he had friends who might also become clients one day.

That left only Honey. Honey was being saved for a very special customer, a very important gentleman indeed. Akkadis Leisure had been approached by Senator Thrux in person, requesting that a visiting dignitary be looked after with particular care. The gentleman had very specific requirements. He wanted a virgin, and he wanted her to be blonde. The company had given instructions that such a girl be obtained, and their buyer, Mr Iratos, had purchased Honeysuckle partly with this purpose in mind. 

Mrs Knott had been both pleased and relieved to find that she had been trusted with such an important task. Despite the unpleasant matter involving Suki, Mrs Carno appeared to be giving Mrs Knott a chance to redeem herself. Perhaps her career could be salvaged after all. 

What Mrs Knott had not been told was that the important gentleman who was intended to deflower Honeysuckle and who called himself Mr Henderson, was in reality none other than Peter Scamander, an emissary of the Emperor and an Archpriest of the Holy Orthodox Church. He was the same Archpriest Scamander who was in league with the brigands who had attacked the Evening Star and abducted and sold several dozen of its female passengers into slavery, including Leah, Aimee, Rebekka, Carys, Nysha and Clara. And it was the same Archpriest Scamander who had bribed one of the most powerful oligarchs on Akkadis to arrange for a number of leading members of the Reform Party to be accused of treason and executed. The immediate families of those proscribed ‘traitors’ were also executed. Amanda, Honey, Roxana and Ana had been spared only because they were attractive and female. Instead of execution, they had been condemned to servitude in a pleasure house.

If Mrs Knott had known quite how powerful and important and dangerous the gentleman was, she would undoubtedly have been prouder still that her pleasure house had been chosen to entertain him. But equally certainly, she would never have dared to implement the plan which later proved so utterly disastrous to herself and to Mrs Carno and Senator Thrux and his nephew Artur and to everyone else concerned. Mrs Knott had been meddling in affairs which were more dangerous than she could possibly have imagined.


5: CLASS OF ‘99

He in a few minutes ravished the fair creature, or at least would have ravished her, if she had not, by a timely compliance, prevented him. 

Henry Fielding: Jonathan Wild, Book 3, Chapter 7

“Yeehar! Let’s see what you’ve got! Yeehar!” Several more puerile meaningless yells filled the air in the public lounge of the Maidens of Nenuphar. One or two irritated customers glanced at the author of the noise and then turned back to their drinks or their girls or the girls dancing on the stage. Mrs Knott and Petra glanced at the young man with rather more concern. Several of the girls who had not yet been reserved and who had not yet met their weekly earnings targets, squealed in pretended delight. The youth, in his stupidity, imagined that they were amused by his witty banter. 

Mrs Knott told Petra to keep a careful eye on him. He had not visited the Maidens for several weeks. Perhaps he was ashamed of what he had done. More likely his uncle had warned him to keep a low profile. This was the young man who had disfigured Suki so badly that she had to be destroyed. He had impaired Mrs Knott’s career and prospects. He was also a former pupil of Roxana Keswick and had been the bane of her existence when she was a trainee teacher and before she had been proscribed, arrested and sold into servitude. 

His name was Artur Thrux.

In his own mind, Thrux was cool, casual and confident, a master of witty repartee, a good friend, a bad enemy, worldly-wise and a popular ladies man. 

To everyone else, he was a fool.

To Mrs Knott, he was a dangerous fool, but possibly a useful one as he was a very free spender. Initially he had bullied his widowed mother into lending him money, loans which would never be repaid. When this source of income was exhausted, Thrux turned to his uncle, an influential senator and a wealthy man.

Senator Thrux considered Artur both a fool and an embarrassment, but he would try to prevent the boy from disgracing the family name any further. He owed his late brother that much. He had used both his influence and his money to hush up the matter of the damaged pleasure slave.

To the girls of the Maidens of Nenuphar, Artur was both a dangerous and a frightening fool. True, he was sometimes very generous, a fact which they could not afford to overlook, but he could also be cruel: unpredictably cruel. 

He would often arrive with a small coterie of friends, two or three hangers on who were obviously using him, or rather his money. Artur bought them drinks and women. In return, they encouraged his antics and laughed at his jokes. 

And now he was here again, accompanied by the same three acolytes. 

On their previous visit some while before, they had selected Suki to provide their evening’s entertainment. They had paid generously to take the girl upstairs and take turns with her. But Thrux had become violent. He had been drinking heavily, and he imagined that his acolytes would be impressed by his casual cruelty. Binka had heard Suki’s screams and called Bowser, who put an end to their sport. Thrux had been livid at the interruption. 

Mrs Knott had realised immediately that Suki would be unable to work for some considerable time. Even when she had recovered she would have unsightly scars. Gentlemen did not like scarred girls. A few stripes of a cane were all very well, but permanent scars gave a very poor impression of the establishment. Mrs Knott had been uncertain how to proceed and had decided to inform Mrs Carno.

Mrs Knott still felt the sting of humiliation which she had felt when Mrs Carno arrived at the Maidens in person to see Suki and her injuries. Though she did not say so in as many words, it was clear that she considered Mrs Knott responsible for allowing the incident to happen. Mrs Knott was in charge.

Mrs Knott had always felt a little uncomfortable dealing with Mrs Carno. Mrs Knott had been born and raised in slavery and eventually made a deputy manageress of one of the company’s smaller pleasure houses. Then, twenty-two years ago, Mrs Carno’s late husband had freed her and made her manageress of the Maidens of Nenuphar. She adopted a surname and learned to speak and dress like a free woman.

But when Mr Carno died and his widow took over the business, Mrs Knott sensed that the new owner disapproved of her. Perhaps Mrs Carno felt that a freed slave should not be put in such a responsible position. And yet Mrs Knott worked hard and was a competent manager of the business. She had always met her targets, at least until this year. Her poor turnover recently was because of the economic conditions and all the talk of impending war rather than through any failing on her own part.

What Mrs Knott did not realise was that her employer was herself very frightened. Senator Thrux sat on the Entertainments Licensing Committee of the Commonwealth of Akkadis, a body which had the power, if it so chose, to close every pleasure house which belonged to Akkadis Leisure. Worse still, the Senator was in possession of certain personal information about Mrs Carno, which if it became public knowledge would destroy Akkadis Leisure and the Carno family. No matter what it took, Senator Thrux would have to be appeased.

Fortunately for Mrs Carno, the Senator was himself anxious for the matter to remain secret. A compromise had therefore been agreed which satisfied everyone concerned. The Senator reimbursed Akkadis Leisure the full value of the damaged slave girl, and Suki was disposed of. She was in fact sent to the Arena, and warned not to gossip or repeat her story. The other girls at the Maidens were also told never to discuss the matter.

Mrs Knott would have liked to bar Artur and his hangers on permanently, but he was extravagant with his money and Mrs Knott had earnings targets of her own to meet each month. One thing was certain, though: she must never, never allow such an incident to happen again, and if it did, she would deal with it herself without Mrs Carno knowing. Mrs Knott knew how fortunate she was to have her current position. If she lost it, there would be no second opportunity. The prospects for a freed slave in her fifties on Akkadis were grim indeed.

Thrux and his sycophants sat at a table where they could see the stage. Leah and two girls named Mindi and Heidi were dancing. 

Then Amanda happened to walk past, carrying a tray of drinks. Like all the girls serving that evening, she was wearing a short cropped top which buttoned in front, and a short flared skirt. Her costume left no doubt about her lovely figure. 

The more experienced Maidens of Nenuphar would not have walked so close to Thrux’s table, but Amanda was new and could not possibly have known the danger she was in.

One of the sycophants, a youth named Stobbins, reached out and slapped Amanda firmly on the buttocks. She squealed, startled, almost dropped her tray of drinks and tried to flee, but Stobbins firmly grasped her skirt. “Come here, slut,” he said. 

Amanda, uncertain what to do, looked to Petra for guidance. Should she join Stobbins? If so, what about the tray of drinks which had been ordered by a gentlemen at another table? Petra nodded to Amanda to join Thrux’s table and sent Carys to deliver the drinks.

Thrux looked at Amanda. “First of all, get your kit off, and then you can get us all a beer,” he said. “Then maybe you can dance for us, and if you’re lucky we’ll give you a damn good ruttocking.” His sycophants cackled.

Amanda had been at the Maidens long enough to know that such a command could not be disobeyed. Shaken, she removed first her top and then her skirt. Beneath, she was naked.

“That’s a nice pair you’ve got,” said Thrux. “Hey Stob, feel these. I think she’s had gel put in. Is it gel, girl?”  Thrux and Stobbins squeezed a breast each.

“Yes, sir,” said Amanda quietly, burning with humiliation as the two louts fondled and prodded her.

“Now get us four beers and be quick about it. Then I’ll tell you what we want next.” Amanda hurried to get the beers, looking straight ahead and trying not to think about the men looking at her naked body as she walked across the busy lounge. Stobbins got up and wandered over to the bar while Thrux and the others sat watching the stage.

It was at this point that Roxana and Honey entered the room and made their way to the bar, to report to Petra. They were wearing short white tops, close fitting and low cut, which lifted their breasts, and long white skirts which came to their calves although they were split up to their thighs. They were a little more modest that the costumes of the other girls, Roxie thought, although still dreadfully embarrassing. They each wore two long white ribbons in their hair. Their costumes proclaimed their continued virginity. They were not yet available for general use, but they soon would be. Tonight, they would be serving drinks.

Suddenly Roxie felt a firm hand grasp one of her kittentails. She could not turn her head to see who it was, or why, but she heard a voice. It was a voice she recognised, and her heart sank.

“Hey, Art, look at this,” it said. It was the voice of her former pupil, Stobbins, and the only person she knew named Art was Artur Thrux. She had marked both of their assignments on that terrible night when she had been arrested. 

Roxie felt herself propelled firmly towards the other side of the room. Unresisting, she hurried to keep up with Stobbins.

“Hey, Art look what I’ve found,” Stobbins repeated loudly. One or two gentlemen looked up. They were not concerned about Roxie. They were merely annoyed by this second loutish outburst of noise that evening. Thrux also looked up, irritated. He did not like being told what to do, not under any circumstances, not even by a friend.

But when he saw what Stobbins was bringing to their table, Thrux could hardly believe his good luck. The sneering grin which Roxie remembered from the classroom reappeared.

Roxana Keswick looked just as Thrux remembered: fair hair, almost blonde, with a very pretty face and attractive figure. When Roxie had been his teacher and he was her student, he had delighted in humiliating her. 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.

Roxie had complained to the Principal, Mr Bolventor, once about Thrux’s behaviour, and he had been suspended for a day. But Thrux frequently missed school anyway, and Roxie was not entirely certain that he was even aware that he had been punished. When he returned to school he made a point of leaning back in his chair, grinning and leering lecherously at Roxana. He kept whispering to his friends and laughing, and Roxana was sure that he was making lewd remarks. Three of those friends were with him now: Stobbins, Danielz and Ottinger. They were grinning. Thrux was smirking arrogantly, just as Roxie remembered, his face replete with angry red pimples beneath spiky ginger hair.

Thrux spoke first. “It’s Miss Keswick,” he said with mock respect. “How lovely to see you, Miss Keswick.” He paused while his friends laughed. “Miss Keswick, I had no idea you had an evening job.” They laughed louder, and Thrux warmed to his subject. “Miss Keswick, are you sure your dress meets with regulations?” This question was met with more laughter still. Roxanne had once reprimanded Thrux for the state of his school uniform. “Miss Keswick, your dress is really quite immodest. It is unprofessional. Your tits are bursting out of your top.” Roxana stood blushing, uncertain what to do or say, while Thrux and his friends rocked with laughter. 

Thrux continued. “Oh but Miss Keswick, forgive me, I do apologise. Of course, your dress is perfectly professional, for you. You are dressed as a whore.” There was more cackling.

“Hey, Art, shall we give Miss Keswick some extra tuition?” said Ottinger, entering into the spirit of the entertainment.

“Yeah, an oral exam,” said Stobbins, not to be outdone.

“I’m afraid we won’t be giving Miss Keswick a lesson on this occasion,” said Thrux. “She’s dressed in white. She’s still a virgin. Isn’t that right, Miss Keswick?”

It was a direct question and Roxie was obliged to answer.

“Yes, sir,” she said quietly, mortified.

“You hear that, lads? Miss Keswick is a virgin. Don’t worry, Miss Keswick, they’ll soon cure you of that here.” He paused while the others cackled. “How much do they want for your cherry?” he demanded. 

Roxie saw that Thrux was no longer smiling. He had stopped his game of pretended respect as suddenly as he had begun it. Roxie did not yet know about Suki, but she sensed that she was in danger, terrible danger.

“Three thousand solidi, sir,” she replied quietly.

“Three thousand solidi! You hear that, Stob? No whore’s worth that. Least of all this one. What’s your name, girl?”

“Roxie, sir, if you please.”

That was how she had been told to introduce herself. The new girls had all been told they would retain their original first names. Since their legal status was that of slaves, Akkadis Leisure had the right to name them as it chose. In practise the decision rested with Mrs Knott, and she was satisfied that their names were all appropriate. Only if she considered a name particularly unattractive or if there was already a girl of the same name in the house, did she change a name. Slaves did not, of course, have surnames.

“Roxie. Well, Roxie, when they’ve found some fool to pay for your cherry, we’ll come back and break you in good and proper. You’ll be squealing till you’re hoarse. Now you can go. Go and fetch that other slut, the one with the tits.”

Roxie hurried away. Dismayed, she knew that if Thrux so chose he could do precisely what he had said and there would be nothing she could do to prevent it. For just a little longer, Roxie was safe from Thrux and his sycophants. They could not afford three thousand solidi. But soon, very soon, Roxie would become affordable. She would be available for the standard charge of fifteen solidi. Roxie realised with sickening certainty that Thrux had not been idly boasting. He intended to do precisely what he had said. 

Seeing Amanda appear with a tray of drinks, Roxie managed to say, simply, “They want you.” She was shaking uncontrollably and crying. Petra excused her, and Roxie hurried from the lounge.

“Come and sit here, slut. Next to me,” said Thrux to Amanda. “I want to feel those tits again.”


6: IN CAMERA

….a spokesman for the Precious Metals Exchange has hinted that the price of cinerium could reach ten thousand solidi a minim if the current political situation continues…

Akkadis Financial Gazette 14.13.2999

Rebekka, meanwhile, was very nearly ready to be taken to Mr Ipoletz. She had been summoned to the preparation room, bathed, moisturised, perfumed, powdered and otherwise prepared for Mr Ipoletz’s pleasure. Mrs Knott set a high standard, but she was pleased with the result. Mr Ipoletz would be delighted with Bekka. Mrs Knott told her so. When Bekka asked for the fourth or fifth time whether it was going to hurt, Mrs Knott attempted to reassure her with her usual lie in these circumstances. It would not hurt much, provided she remembered what she had been taught and did exactly what Mr Ipoletz told her. He might look rather severe, but he would be patient with her.

In fact Mr Ipoletz did not strike Mrs Knott as very patient at all. He was jumped up, newly rich, ignorant and vulgar. He was not a gentleman, but his money was as good as a gentleman’s and that was what mattered. 

“Remember to smile,” she said to Bekka. “He’ll like you if you smile.” She stepped back to view Bekka objectively. She looked absolutely gorgeous. Mrs Knott was very nearly satisfied. She took each of Bekka’s cheeks in between the thumb and forefinger of each hand, squeezed hard and twisted sharply. Bekka gasped, but it brought a flush of colour to her cheeks. Then she did the same to Bekka’s nipples: she took each nipple between a thumb and forefinger, squeezed hard, and twisted. Bekka yelped, but her nipples swelled and thrust forward proudly. The effect would only last a minute, but that would be sufficient to make a good first impression. 

Bekka was given a simple white sheet to cover herself. Mr Ipoletz was already waiting for her in an adjacent room. Clutching her sheet modestly closed, Bekka was led into the room by Binka and Mindi, who prodded her forward and left discretely.

Bekka sank to her knees and touched her forehead to the floor at Ipoletz’s feet. 

“Stand up,” he said. Rebekka rose gracefully to her feet. She did not speak. She did not know what she was supposed to say, if anything. Ipoletz grinned broadly. “Drop the sheet,” he said. Bekka looked at him, wide eyed with fear, and obeyed.

Mrs Knott was observing the proceedings through a microcamera concealed in the ceiling of the room. This was illegal, of course, and a closely kept secret, but it was useful. She was not prying in any prurient sense. She simply had a professional and commercial interest in knowing how Bekka would perform.

Mrs Knott had been correct in supposing that Ipoletz was not a patient man. He was not especially interested in foreplay, and he was certainly not interested in conversation. He did kiss Bekka. She had a beautiful face and lovely lips and it would have been impossible for any man not to want to kiss her. Then he led her to the bed to enjoy the fruits of his expenditure.

To be fair, Bekka tried her best. She was obedient and unresisting until the point when Ipoletz tried to penetrate her. At this point, Bekka realised that despite her best intentions she was wriggling up the bed, away from him. Ipoletz did not seem annoyed by this. He simply told Bekka to fetch the brace.

It was a wooden contraption with leather straps, Bekka realised, leaning against the wall on the corner of the room. It was quite heavy. Ipoletz watched as Bekka carried it and placed it on the bed. He told her to lie on the wide, polished wooden plank which he called the base, and he fastened each of her ankles to the lower crosspiece. Her knees were bent and her ankles were uncomfortably far apart, but held firmly in place by the leather straps. Her hips were raised a little by a padded leather cushion fixed to the base. There was another crosspiece at the top end of the base, to which he strapped her wrists and neck. Finally he fastened another strap at her waist. Bekka was fixed very snugly in position. She would not wriggle again.

Three hours later, Ipoletz left, grinning, and went to the lounge to have a beer. A very sore Bekka limped carefully out of the room, with stains of blood of her thighs. Mrs Knott, who prided herself on looking after her girls firmly but where possibly kindly, sent Leah to conduct her sister to the bathroom.

That night in the dormitory the other new girls, and her friends among the older girls, hugged Bekka and offered their sympathy and listened to her story. Roxana and Honeysuckle in particular were naturally anxious to learn what had befallen her, knowing as they did that a similar fate awaited each of them.

Mr Ipoletz, never one to waste money, arrived each day over the following two weeks, to maximise the return on his investment. Since he had paid a fixed sum to deflower Rebekka and use her for a fortnight, every visit he made to her reduced the average cost of all his visits. At the end of the fortnight Mrs Knott allowed Bekka a rare concession: two days of rest and recuperation during which time no service or work was required of her except for a little light exercise.

But before the fortnight ended, both Roxana and Honeysuckle had each faced their own nightmares. 

Dako had arrived for Roxie. He was thorough with her, but not deliberately cruel. He did not use a brace, and although he visited several times over the next fortnight he did not consider it necessary to extract every last solidus of value. It was, after all, public money that he was spending.

Then it had been Honeysuckle’s turn. In despair she had asked her mother’s advice, and Amanda had replied, ‘Submit.’ There could be no thought of resistance. The man they knew simply as ‘Mr Henderson’ was thorough, but dispassionate. Honey felt that he was not deliberately cruel. He simply regarded her as so unworthy that her feelings did not merit consideration. His tastes were comprehensive, and Honey was required to serve on her back, on her knees, on her stomach, and on the brace. Honeysuckle’s introduction to her new life was more varied and more thorough than either Roxie’s or Rebekka’s had been.

Honey tried hard to please Henderson. She knew that no intransigence would be tolerated at the Maidens, but she was naturally shy and mortified by what was expected of her. Henderson was not a patient man. He became irritable, which made Honeysuckle nervous and hesitant, which only worsened her predicament. 

After his first visit, Petra informed Honey and Amanda that Mr Henderson had been less than entirely satisfied with Honey. Next time, mother and daughter would be required to serve Henderson together.

They glanced at each other in dismay and shame. They had both been deeply shocked to learn that some men considered it amusing to have two women entertain them at once, especially if two of similar appearance were available. If two sisters, or in this case a mother and daughter were available, that was considered better still. In Mrs Knott’s establishment, this service was known as a Nenuphar Sandwich. It went by other names in other pleasure houses. Honey and Amanda had been told of such things but had not expected that they would be required to perform such a service, or at least not this soon.

The following afternoon, entirely bare, Amanda and Honey joined the envoy in a huge bath in one of the upstairs rooms. He seemed pleased with Amanda’s breasts. She sat facing him in the soapy water, holding his feet and sliding them slowly over her breasts. She stroked his manhood and whispered to Honey to imitate her actions. Despite their humiliation they both knew that it was essential to assuage his irritation. He, or his friends in the Oligarchy, had paid a huge sum of money to deflower Honey. If he made a complaint to Mrs Knott about Honeysuckle, the consequences would not bear thinking about. 

Afterwards, on the bed, they massaged him with warming oils and covered him with tiny tickling kisses, starting at his feet and slowly working up. They took turns to serve him orally. Whenever he told them to swap over, they each said, “Yes, master,” and obeyed immediately, smiling as if delighted to be accorded the privilege of serving him. Honey was horrified to see Amanda participating so competently. She had not imagined that her mother had known about such things.

Then he told Amanda to lie on her back. She obeyed. He told her to lift her legs into the air and hold one of her ankles in each hand. Again he took turns with them, eventually ejaculating into Honey. Finally each woman in turn was required to lick his manhood clean.

Amanda and Honeysuckle both found the humiliation unendurable, but neither woman dared show any sign of her revulsion and loathing. Afterwards they knelt with hands joined in supplication and Henderson gave Amanda a tip: a single solidus coin. “You can share it,” he said. They swallowed their pride and thanked him profusely. They assumed, as had Ana, that a tip meant that he was satisfied.

They had done what had to be done, and satisfied Mr Henderson. He left. The women bathed swiftly as they had been taught, but neither spoke and neither of them could look the other in the eye.


PART II: At the Arena

7: SHE SHALL HAVE MUSIC WHEREVER SHE GOES

‘The Games’, as they are known with no apparent sense of irony, have been held at the Arena since before the Luxor War. Once, they were genuine sporting events, with displays by female cheerleaders during the intervals ….

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

Several miles from the Maidens of Nenuphar, across the congested centre of the huge sprawling city of Akkad, a crowd of perhaps ten or twelve thousand spectators were enthusiastically watching and cheering the games at the Arena. 

Juliet heard the hiss of the dressage whip as it sliced through the air and felt the sting as it cut across her calves. She did not cry out. It was better to divert all her energy into running faster, she knew. She also knew that her sister Janina, harnessed beside her, had just received a similar stroke. 

Janina and Juliet Esk, aged twenty-three and nineteen respectively, were of similar build and looks. Both sisters were attractive, with medium length dark hair, tall and slender, and small but firm breasts. Both were already trying their level best to keep the chariot moving as fast as they could and both felt close to exhaustion although they had perhaps a dozen laps of the Arena still to run. Nevertheless they both tried desperately to run faster. 

They were level now with the little chariot drawn by Fern and Stephanie. Fern was their friend from the Evening Star, and Stephanie had been bred in servitude. Now they all belonged to Damsels in Distress, a pleasure house similar to the Maidens of Nenuphar except that it also held the contract to stage the Games, a programme of entertainment held at the Arena on the first Saturday of every month. 

It was a warm afternoon. Akkad is situated in the temperate lowlands of Akkadis, far different to the cold dry plateau towards which Philippa Warburton was now being led by the Atkoi tribesman who had bought her. Geologically, the planet is said to be young, and gravity and weather have not yet levelled the vast differences in altitude, as they have on older worlds. 

Juliet and Janina were participating in the first event of the games. Juliet glanced briefly, very briefly, to her left. Fern and Stephanie were running for all they were worth. Stephanie was fitter, thanks to her regular training at the Arena, and Fern was struggling to keep up. The girls were matched by appearance rather than by ability, and Fern and Stephanie were both blonde, with attractive figures. Juliet saw their driver vigorously lash out with the whip, and she saw first Fern and then Stephanie wince as the flexible tip wrapped itself around their bare bodies and cut across their breasts. None of the drivers in today’s race believed in sparing the whip.

A dozen chariots raced around the circuit of the Arena, each pulled by two young women. Twenty-four girls, their lungs gasping for breath and their hearts beating close to exhaustion, sought desperately to maintain or improve their position, each fearing the consequences if her pace slackened. Each girl was naked except for her headdress and harness.

The headdresses each consisted of a tiny pillbox hat held on by a strap which passed beneath the girl’s chin. Onto each hat were fixed several tall plumes, adding perhaps eighteen inches to her height. These headdresses were dyed in matching colours. Juliet and Janina’s were powder blue. Other pairs wore pale green, pink, turquoise or mauve. When Juliet had first seen the hats she thought they were rather pretty. She had not realised that she would be expected to wear only the headdress, and nothing else. 

Each pair of girls was harnessed together with a yoke into which their necks were fastened. The yokes were in effect wide, thick planks, each with two holes cut in them to accommodate their necks. They were split lengthways and hinged at one end so that they could be opened and fitted onto the girls before the race began. The yokes were decorative rather than functional. The wood was sufficiently thick to keep each girl’s chin raised so that her head was lifted prettily, but it certainly did not interfere with their breathing. They were all panting helplessly for breath

The chariots - connoisseurs referred to them as sulkies - were simple and light. They consisted of nothing more than two spoked carbonite wheels and an axle with a little seat attached to it, and a T shaped tongue which projected forward, effectively a long shaft ending in a handlebar. The girls stood, one on each side of the shaft, with their wrists holding the crossbar to push it. The yoke was fastened to the crossbar by a short chain, so that the girls had to run with their arms raised to shoulder height, and their breasts were lifted too; lifted, and thrust attractively forward.

Each pair of girls had been taught to run in step, and as they ran their breasts bounced in step and their buttocks wiggled from side to side in step and their ponytails flicked from side to side, also in step. Their neatly lifted chins kept their pretty plumed headdresses upright and their legs were slender and toned. They made a lovely sight.

Each girl had a number painted on both her hips, and potential customers among the crowd could make a note of her number and later request her services at the Damsels in Distress. Conversely a spectator could identify his favourite pleasure slave and watch her running, or even cheer for her if he so chose, as some did.

The tinkle of the girls’ carriage bells was also audible to the spectators. The manager of the Damsels, as the establishment was commonly known, was a Mr Percival, who had long ago decreed that every one of his girls should have her body pierced in three places. Both nipples were to be pierced, so that a tiny ring could be inserted into each. More mortifying still, each girl had her left labium pierced, so that a third ring could be attached there, too. All the girls were of course plucked of all body hair.

When they appeared in the Games for a chariot race, a tiny bell, which they called a carriage bell, was attached to each of these three rings. The bells tinkled cheerfully in time as the girls ran and their breasts bounced.

The Arena was full to capacity, and the spectators certainly seemed to be enjoying the display. They were cheering, enthusiastically applauding, whistling and sometimes shouting out appreciative comments. 

It was a warm afternoon and the girls were sweating freely. The smooth plascreted floor of the Arena was covered in a thin layer of fine sand. This was not enough to slow down the chariots, but the sand which was thrown up by their running feet and by the wheels gradually coated their legs, hips, 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, unceasingly, open mouthed and panting for breath, for the delight and amusement of the crowd.

Juliet felt another sting as the dressage whip swished across her calves, followed shortly after by a worse sting as it snaked around her body and cut across her breasts. This time, despite what they had been taught, a yelp escaped her lips. A moment later she heard her sister utter a similar cry. Their driver was a deputy manageress of the Damsels, named Donata. Donata knew the girls were exhausted, but the crowd liked to see them whipped into a sprint for as long as possible.

A few yards ahead was a chariot drawn by Hazel and Tamika, two girls who were also new to the Damsels. Both were brown haired, a little shorter than the Esk sisters, with slim, attractive figures and pleasantly rounded hips and breasts. Hazel was eighteen, and Tamika twenty-one. Their headdresses were pink. Juliet noticed Hazel’s buttocks wiggle with each step she took. She realised that her own buttocks must be making a similar display for the crowd, and that knowledge added to her misery. Men noticed things like that, she knew.

Hazel had six stripes across her buttocks. She had been caned two days earlier for disobedience, when she had first arrived at the Damsels. She had refused to remove her clothes in front of Mr Percival. Hazel was new to the brand. She would not make the same mistake again.

The stripes were an added reason why Juliet was running as fast as she could. At least Juliet did not have such stripes. Not yet, she thought bitterly. These monsters were utterly heartless. They had bought them like animals and they used them like objects, just to make money, without a shred of pity.

Hazel’s driver flexed the whip powerfully forward, and at the last moment tugged it sharply back. It was a move she had practised until she could repeat it confidently in motion. The whip cracked sharply and audibly on Hazel’s buttocks and she squealed loudly, instinctively arching her hips forward as if to avoid the pain. The crowd hooted with laughter, seeing the girl with buttocks already striped, wriggling and stumbling before she managed to regain her rhythm.

Hazel, Tamika and several other girls who were now the property of Damsels in Distress had until recently been free and living on Hyperion, a planet ten light years within the Imperial frontier. A small, unnamed, unmarked vessel had landed unexpectedly in their town, a small community two thousand miles from the planetary capital, rounded up the defenceless inhabitants and carried off twenty or so women and girls. They had escaped into metaspace before the planetary authorities could respond. Eight weeks later, the victims had found themselves at the Rose Garden. There, they were branded and sold.

Even ten years earlier, such a thing would not have been possible. The planets on the edge of the Empire had been well defended then, and approaching vessels would have been detected on the very fringes of their solar systems. 

Times were different now. The Imperial authorities had chosen to pursue a policy known as ‘defence in depth.’ It was not necessary, they argued, to defend every square light year of the Empire’s borders. Naval fleets were stationed deep within the boundaries to respond to any large invasion force. Each planet’s own authorities would be responsible for security from rogue marauders.

In the case of Hyperion the problem had never before occurred. The planet’s resources were very limited and few precautions had been taken. An urgent measure was brought before the planet’s legislature to organise a rescue attempt but the matter was delayed by disagreement over who would pay for the mission, and by the time that question was resolved it was believed that the raiders must have escaped the solar system and have shifted into metaspace. Without knowing where they were headed, it would be impossible to follow them. The planetary authorities promised to be better prepared in future.


8: DAMSELS IN DISTRESS

By the conclusion of the Luxor – Akkadis war, many Luxorians had been fortunate enough to flee in good time, but others were either enslaved or executed, some publicly in the Arena, along with Akkadisi accused of collaboration or disloyalty. Pleasure houses began to compete to provide vulgar interval entertainments which gradually grew longer and eventually replaced the genuine sports altogether. Little by little, the games declined to their present abysmal standard.

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

The driver signalled for Juliet and Janina to veer a little to the right. Juliet knew that Donata wanted them to overtake the chariot in front. They were running as they had been taught, with their legs in time, breathing in for two steps and out for two steps. 

The dressage whips were each about eight feet long. Most of their weight was in the handle, which was about an inch thick, stiff, and made of many thin strands of leather braided together. The whip tapered so that the last three feet were very thin, cordlike and flexible, and there were several knots in the last foot or so of its length. A skilled driver - and all the drivers were skilled - could use it with great accuracy to sting a girl’s calves, whip her thighs or buttocks, or let fly with a sideways stroke which snaked around the girl’s body, below her raised arms and across her breasts. This latter stroke was a popular one. The drivers found that it was an effective motivation, and it amused the crowd.

The sisters managed a sudden spurt of speed which enabled them to draw level with Hazel and Tamika. Janina saw their light brown hair flowing in the breeze as they ran, and saw Hazel wince from another sting of the dressage whip. Janina knew they had to overtake the other chariot quickly enough to cut in front of it and round the post at the end of the length. Once ahead, they could probably stay ahead, but if they rounded the post behind the other chariot it would take them most of the next length to draw level again.

The Arena was oval in shape, with a low fence dividing it lengthways. Along the fence were several tall fibresteel posts, connected at their tops by a rail. Light fittings attached to the rail could illuminate the Arena during night time events. Each complete lap was over a hundred yards in length. Surrounding the track was a barrier, and behind the barrier were the rows of steeply tiered seats. The cheapest tickets were for seats at the back, but even these afforded their occupants an adequate view. Tickets for the front row naturally cost more, and the most expensive tickets were for the First Class enclosure, which was halfway along one side, level with the front row but raised above it. Juliet and Janina edged ahead of the other chariot, veered sharply to the left and rounded the post first.

The new girls in particular were bitterly ashamed of being publicly displayed for the crowd’s entertainment. Mr Percival always insisted that new girls should appear in the Games every month, for three months after they arrived at the Damsels. This was to introduce them to the public and make them known to their customers. Later, when they had settled in, they would appear less frequently, unless they failed to meet their earnings targets. An anticipated outing to the Arena never failed to encourage his girls to greater efforts to delight and entertain their gentlemen, Mr Percival had found.

Despite the cheering and whistling, the girls could occasionally distinguish words spoken by spectators in the front rows. Annamarie Warburton, whose number was 22, was yoked to a woman named Hannah. To Annamarie’s dismay she heard a spectator shout out, “Look at the tits on that 22! I’ll have a bit of that later!”

The humiliation stung, but Annamarie did not falter in her running. Two months ago, Annamarie had been travelling with her husband, son and twin daughters aboard the Evening Star when the vessel had been attacked and boarded. Annamarie and the twins had been abducted and sold into slavery. Clara was in a pleasure house now, and Pippa had been sold to an Atkoi tribesman. 

To add to Annamarie’s humiliation, another spectator shouted out, “Hey, Bouncy! Your udders are bouncing,” as if informing her of something of which Annamarie was unaware. He grinned at his witticism and those nearby laughed.

The reference to udders was unfair. Annamarie’s breasts, though of a good size, were firm and round and very attractive. On her arrival at the Damsels a few days earlier, Mr Percival had immediately decided that Annamarie would benefit from having rather firmer, fuller breasts. He had ordered her to be injected with biosilicon gel. A cupful of the thick liquid was injected into each of her breasts. It had set beautifully, although her breasts still ached painfully as she ran. She was shamefully conscious of the way her breasts thrust forward, bouncing before her.

As if to draw further attention to them, Annamarie’s driver loosed a swingeing stroke of the dressage whip which curled under her arm and across her breasts. Annamarie heard the hiss and knew what was coming. She yelped, which further amused the spectators. 

“Hey, Bouncy! I like your tune!” called out the witty spectator, referring to the rhythmic tinkle of her carriage bells.

“Run, Bouncy! Run!” called another.

And despite her humiliation Annamarie did run, as fast as she could, with her mouth open and gasping for breath and her pony tail flicking from side to side and the sweat trickling through the dust on her body and her pert breasts thrusting forward and bouncing and her carriage bells tinkling their pretty tune.

One chariot was being drawn by two young women who were not only new purchases, but very visibly pregnant. Charlotte, twenty-four, and Rosie, twenty-six, had been seized on Hyperion in the same raid as Hazel and Tamika. They had been married to a doctor and a food processing worker respectively. Now they were entertaining the crowd at the Arena in Akkad City. Soon, Charlotte knew, they would be entertaining men privately at the Damsels, and the thought made her sick to her stomach. The batch of girls from Hyperion had been auctioned only a week before.

Approximately fifty-five to sixty girls belonged to Damsels in Distress at any one time. The pleasure house was managed along similar lines to others, like the Maidens of Nenuphar, except that it was larger and more profitable than most, thanks chiefly to its contract to stage The Games. Mr Percival believed in keeping several pregnant pleasure slaves at any given time, and he had been pleased to purchase Charlotte and Rosie when the batch from Hyperion became available. Both were very presentable indeed, and the doctor’s wife was particularly well spoken and well educated. The others seemed to look to Charlotte as a leader. The manager smiled. By tonight, Mr Percival imagined, Charlotte would be much better equipped to give her friends the right kind of guidance.

Mr Percival had insisted that Rosie and Charlotte compete in the race. He expected them to come last, but that did not matter. The crowd would find them entertaining.

Charlotte burned with humiliation at being put through her paces for the crowd. Her wide pretty mouth was now gasping for breath. Her breasts had always been small but firm. Now they were beginning to swell as the child within her grew. She could feel them bounce with every step she took. More than anything she would have liked to hold them as she ran, but that was not possible. She dared not remove either wrist from the crossbar, not even for a moment. 

Mr Percival had been entirely correct. They crowd found the sight of two pregnant women, desperately struggling to pull a chariot at speed, hilarious. Their driver was a former pleasure slave herself, now over thirty, elevated to the rank of deputy manageress and anxious to prove her value to Mr Percival. Like any slave at the Damsels she knew that if she was of no further use, she was expendable. She felt frustrated at having been given this pair to drive. She would certainly not be receiving the winner’s bonus, but she was determined not to disgrace herself entirely.

The driver chose that moment to flick her whip forcefully across Charlotte’s breasts. The doctor’s wife squealed and seconds later Rosie too felt the knotted cord. Both managed a burst of extra speed despite their exhaustion. A ripple of amused laughter passed through the crowd.

Most of the chariots had already lapped Charlotte and Rosie. Now they sensed another about to overtake them. It was pulled by Annamarie and Hannah.

Hannah was also from Hyperion. The raiders had selected their captives hurriedly, seizing both Hannah and her daughter Caitlin. 

At first the prisoners had hoped to be rescued or ransomed. They were not. Instead they were taken to the Rose Garden to be sold. Hannah and Caitlin were sold separately, like Annamarie and her daughters. This fact united Hannah and Annamarie in friendship. Both still felt the pain of their loss like a fresh brand. Hannah, like Annamarie, was in her late thirties but still an attractive woman. She had been sold cheaply. The Damsels had a particular use for cheap but attractive female slaves in their thirties.

Annamarie and Hannah inched closer to Rosie and Charlotte, but soon they would be approaching the post which marked the end of the straight, and Charlotte’s driver signalled for them to veer to the right, to block the overtaking chariot.

Charlotte and Rosie obeyed, but they lacked the skill of more experienced Arena slaves, and veered too suddenly and too sharply. The wheels of the two chariots overlapped and for the briefest of moments interlocked. Annamarie’s chariot was jolted, but righted itself. Rosie and Charlotte’s chariot was knocked off balance, veered sharply to the left and spun out of control. 

The momentum of the chariot and its driver threw the yoke forcefully forward and twisted it, flipping Charlotte and Rosie head over heels. The crowd erupted with howls of laughter. This was more than a race. It was slapstick comedy at its finest. The driver was unhurt, except for her pride. Furious, humiliated, and feeling that she was herself the object of the spectators’ mirth, she thrashed the two girls as they tried to scramble to their feet and begin pulling again. She succeeded only in panicking the girls and amusing the crowd all the more. 

“Here comes Bouncy,” said a voice in the crowd, and Annamarie knew she was passing the same section of seating where the man had called out to her before. She felt the sting of the dressage whip across the back of her thighs, above her knees 

“Ouch!” shouted one man. 

“Attagirl, Bouncy! Keep your melons bouncing!” added another.


9: BREAD AND CIRCUSES

Full citizens of Akkadis, like Imperial citizens, received an allowance. This was sufficient to live on, albeit poorly. Over generations, many grew used to poverty and lost the dignity of self-reliance. In law they were citizens and highly privileged. In reality they were powerless. As no one likes to feel unworthy, many visited the Arena and the pleasure houses to remind themselves that there were people worse off than themselves. In the Arena, they were lords of all they surveyed.

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

From a holding room at ground level, Suki stood on tiptoes to watch the chariot race from a tiny grating high in the wall. She did not want the race to end. She was entirely bare and clearly more than attractive enough to be competing in this race, but Suki knew she had been singled out for a special purpose. Something was going to happen to her this afternoon. It would be after the chariot races. She had no idea what was planned for her, but Stephanie had told her that Mr Smirke’s landcar had arrived at the back entrance of the Arena, and the news had filled Suki with dread. Suki had been sent to the Damsels from another pleasure house, the Maidens of Nenuphar. She had been sent to the Damsels to be punished, and now she feared that the hour of that punishment had arrived.

Suki had not always been a slave. She had a vague memory of a childhood home surrounded by huge trees in an endless forest. She thought she had once had parents and siblings, but she had been captured and brought to Akkadis, to a farm where she was raised. She had no idea of her original name, or even the planet of her birth.

Eventually Suki had been bought by Akkadis Leisure and sent to the Maidens of Nenuphar, to be a pleasure slave. She thought the gentlemen there liked her. That was until her unfortunate meeting with a young man called Mr Thrux.

Mr Thrux had hurt Suki. He had bitten her nipples very severely and Suki had panicked and scratched him. It was only a moment of panic. She had realised straight away that she had made a terrible mistake, but by then it was too late. Mr Thrux had a relative, an uncle who was very rich and very powerful. He was a senator. Suki knew that now. Mr Thrux’s uncle had come to see Mrs Knott and Mrs Carno. Mrs Carno had been furious.

Suki had begged not to be sent away. She would have preferred any punishment, a flogging, the Saddle, anything rather than being sent to the Arena. But Mrs Carno had been adamant.

Suki’s injuries were almost healed now. In her short time at the Damsels, she had tried hard to be very good to all the gentlemen who chose her. Perhaps if she was popular enough, Mr Percival might want to keep her. But Suki knew, deep down, that she was being saved for a special event at the Arena. 

Mr Percival had bought a lot of new girls recently. Some had been captured in the raid on the Evening Star and others in the raid on Hyperion. Some were local Akkadisi girls. Suki knew that when Mr Percival bought a batch of new girls, he often disposed of some of the older ones. He tended to keep the number of girls at the Damsels roughly constant. That was what the older girls said, anyway. And being ‘disposed of’ often meant being sent to the Arena, not to run in the races but for the other games which were held later in the afternoon.

The first event or performance of each Games was usually fairly harmless. Often it was a chariot race, or sometimes a steeplechase, a three legged race or a game of bladderball or a rodeo where riders on real horses had to lasso the bare girls who were running and pretending to be horses. Sometimes the girls had to sing and dance too. The ‘Damsels’ would be bare for all of these performances. It was terribly humiliating, but not especially dangerous. 

But later in the show there were sometimes other games, games which were rather more sinister. Suki feared that one of those performances would be next, and that it would involve her. That was why she did not want the chariot race to end.

She had been told to undress and go to the holding room to wait. She was afraid. The fear was like a heavy weight in the pit of her stomach. Stephanie had been in no doubt about the vehicle she had seen. It had Mr Smirke’s name on the side. ‘Animal Antics,’ it said. ‘M. Smirke, Proprietor.’

The holding room was small, with a tiny window with a fibresteel grating high on one wall and a very solid thick wooden door with a small rectangular hole cut in it, also with a grating. Suki was tall and slender. She stood on tiptoes so that she could look out of the grating and watch the chariot race. Her long blonde hair hung down her back, almost to her slim waist. Her hands held the window ledge and her breasts, small but firm, pointed forward.

While she was looking, Suki suddenly became aware that she was herself being watched. There was the face of a man looking at her through the small grating of the door to her right. Suki gasped in surprise and tried to cover herself, despite her training. It was a sharp, nasty face, she thought. For a while the man stared at her, without speaking. Then he was gone, as suddenly as he had appeared.

Suki’s legs felt weak and she realised she was shaking. The cold hand of fear clutched her heart tighter still. She had never seen the man before, but she did not need to be told who it was.

Suki had just seen Mr Smirke.

The new girls from the Evening Star, Juliet, Janina, Annamarie and Fern, and those from Hyperion, already knew what life at the Damsels would entail. They had not yet begun work in the pleasure house but they knew what would soon be expected of them. They were to be pleasure slaves, required to entertain male customers who visited the house. They would serve them drinks in the bar, dance for them on the stage, and if chosen, entertain them in the bedrooms upstairs. Once a month, they might participate in The Games. This was at best utterly humiliating, but if their work in the pleasure house was in any way inadequate or they failed to meet their earning targets, or especially if a customer complained about them, it was entirely possible that they might find themselves participating in the more unpleasant performances which were held later in the afternoon. 

To organise some aspects of these games, Mr Percival sometimes called upon the services of outside contractors. One of these contractors was a man named Smirke.

Milford Smirke was aware that the chariot race was almost over. He was ready. Brutus, too, was ready. He had smelled the bait, as it were, and was keen. Smirke could tell. The girl was waiting in the holding room. She was ready too, physically if not emotionally. She was pretty, and young, which was unusual. 

Smirke was pleased that the girl was pretty. Brutus deserved the best. Usually they bought broken down old hags, women who had served ten years in a pleasure house and were dirt cheap and good for nothing else. This one was young, though, in her early twenties. Apparently she was a trained pleasure slave, a good one, but she had misbehaved on some way and Akkadis Leisure had sent her here to make an example of her. 

Smirke knew of Akkadis Leisure. He never did any work for them, but he occasionally bought well used pleasure slaves or retired breeding slaves from them, raddled old slummocks that cost next to nothing and were ideal for use in his business.

Smirke was, in essence, an animal trainer: a very good one, and a very specialised one. People paid a lot of money to see his animals perform with women. His shows disgusted them, but they still paid handsomely to come and watch. At present on his smallholding Smirke had highly trained baboons, bulls, hyenas and zebras. At least he called them zebras; in fact it was very difficult to train a true zebra. Smirke’s zebras were in reality stallions and male donkeys, meticulously painted with indelible dyes to resemble zebras. It was only a white lie. The spectators would not truly care even if they knew. They only cared about what the animal could do.

Smirke nursed a grievance against society. People simply did not recognise or understand the skill, professionalism and hard work which his vocation required. True, he was well paid; but Smirke would have liked something more. He would have liked recognition. Great men of science or telescreen actors or aircar racing drivers received fame and fortune. Some were even awarded high honours, like the Order of the Golden Lizard. Smirke was surely no less of a genius. He was an artist, a professional. He had singlehandedly pioneered this type of entertainment and he was still its greatest exponent. 

Training a beast like Brutus was not simply a matter of pumping him full of pharmaceuticals to increase his virility and vigour. Medicine played a part, but that was only the first step. No animal would ever naturally have sexual relations with a woman, even if the woman was covered in appropriate animal skins. Animals are not governed by their sense of sight, as men are. Animals are governed by their sense of smell. Man is in fact almost unique in this respect, a distinction which Smirke understood and employed to his advantage.

In addition to males, he kept females of each species he used, on a separate part of his property, downwind from the males. When they came into heat he collected their secretions in sealed vials. Each animal had to be meticulously trained from an early age. It must never, never be allowed to see or smell the female of its own species. If it did, it was ruined forever for Smirke’s purposes. 

Each animal had to be very gently and gradually encouraged, at first by a woman who had volunteered to help and who had first been sprayed with the scent collected from a real female of that species. Smirke often used former pleasure slaves for this purpose. They were cheap, and had usually learned to act, to some extent at least. He promised them freedom and money if they cooperated.

Over the course of several such encounters, the animals would grow in confidence. No animal is naturally sexually aggressive towards a resisting female, but with confidence the animal’s sexual aggressiveness tended to grow. When the animals were ready, Smirke’s women helpers would have to employ their acting skills. They would pretend to be unwilling. They would scream and struggle, but they were never allowed to hit or hurt the animals in any way. Smirke’s slave women all understood very clearly that his animals were immeasurably more valuable than they were. 

At this stage, Smirke would also bring the part trained animals to the Arena, to introduce them to the noise of the crowd. Most animals are timid and would not perform in front of a wildly cheering, jeering, laughing or applauding crowd. 

Eventually, some animals could graduate to the final stage of training: Smirke bought up broken down old hags from the pleasure houses or from the breeding farms, for his animals to practise on.

These women were not required to possess any acting skills at all. Their struggles and screams were entirely genuine. The erect penis of a stallion is around two and a half feet long and over three inches thick. It has evolved in this way because length is necessary to impregnate the female, because of the shape and layout of her reproductive organs. A bull’s penis is a fraction shorter, but a little thicker. The women did not usually survive their first encounter with a bull or stallion. 

Baboons, because of their ugly appearance, large teeth, sexual aggression and tendency to bite when aroused, were another favourite of Smirke’s, although a woman raped even by several baboons will usually survive the ordeal. Hyenas, though smaller and not trained for sexual purposes, could also be very entertaining. Working in packs, they would attack any weak or defenceless creature. Smirke used them in conjunction with other animals, particularly when a number of women were to be sent into the Arena together.

Smirke had experimented with other animals too. Giraffes were very impressive but the crowds did not truly understand how difficult they were to breed in captivity and train, and he had eventually ceased to bother with them. No alien creatures were suitable. Non terrestrial animals had reproductive processes which were simply too different. Smirke had eventually found that by concentrating on bulls, horses, donkeys, baboons and hyenas he could provide the spectators with both entertainment and sufficient variety.

He had a natural talent with animals. He understood them. He certainly liked them better than he liked people. Not all of his animals proved useful, but as each animal lived many years it was not necessary to replace them regularly. Brutus was now three years old and just entering his prime. He was a magnificent beast, enormous, in excellent health, vigorous and sexually aggressive. He was confident in front of a noisy crowd, easily aroused and above all, reliable. Brutus was now Smirke’s favourite bull and Smirke expected to have many years employment out of him.

The chariot race had ended now. The winners, two girls named Carla and Nikki, had completed a victory lap, running slowly and waving to the crowd. 

Brutus was ready, now, to begin his part in the next performance. Indeed, he was self-evidently very ready and keen to make a start. Smirke had sprayed a little of his special scent in the air. He believed Brutus knew what was going to happen next. The animal’s penis was already engorged and Smirke applied a gel to it, to help Brutus achieve deeper penetration. Brutus was making a grunting noise. That was good, Smirke knew. 

Outside, the fence along the middle of the Arena had been removed to give the audience a better view. The six fibresteel posts remained, connected at the top by a stout rail. 

A dozen young women, all bare, were struggling to carry an enormous timber bed to the centre of the Arena, under the direction of one of Smirke’s assistants. The crowd cheered. They knew what the bed was for. This was the event they had been waiting for. The bed was essential to raise Suki’s hips and support Brutus. It was built of very thick timbers. It was waist high and about five feet square. The thick planks were not visible, as the bed had been neatly draped with an ornate embroidered coverlet which looked luxurious and expensive. Smirke heard the cheers and whistles as Suki was led out towards the bed.

There was another cheer and some applause as Smirke led Brutus out, and ribald laughter as the spectators noticed Brutus’ excited state. He made a splendid sight, Smirke thought. He was ten feet long, with his velvety reddish brown fur washed, brushed and shining and his hooves and horns painted with red varnish. The horns were not real. The real horns had long since been removed. These were made of harmless, flexible carbonite, but they were realistic and decorated beautifully with rings painted around them, like borbods’ horns.

Suki was blindfolded and wearing only a sheet. She offered no resistance as she was led towards the bed, immediately in front of the First Class enclosure. She was entirely ignorant of the elaborate arrangements which had been made on her behalf. She was fearful, naturally, but she hoped desperately that it would be merely a flogging or the Saddle which awaited her. Her blindfold was removed and she knelt in front of the First Class enclosure and made obeisance to the distinguished guests seated there.

Then Suki saw Alicia Carno seated in the front row of the First Class enclosure. She knew who Alicia was. Alicia was the daughter of Mrs Carno, the owner of Akkadis Leisure. Suki pressed her palms together in supplication. Perhaps even now, even at this stage, Alicia might show her mercy. 

But Mrs Carno’s daughter merely grinned and pointed to Suki’s right.

Suki turned and saw Brutus for the first time. It took a few moments for understanding to dawn. It had been planned this way. This was why Suki had been blindfolded as she was led out. The crowd hooted with delight as Suki looked at Brutus for a second or two and then panicked.

The habit of obedience, of accepting what is commanded of her, is ingrained deeply in a pleasure slave. The consequences of disobedience will always be terrible. But when Suki saw Brutus waiting and very visibly ready to begin his part in the entertainment, the enormity of what awaited her overcame Suki’s training. She had heard about Mr Smirke’s bulls. She stood, screamed in blind panic and struggled with the attendants, who tried to restrain her. No actress of the stage or telescreen could possibly have played her part so well. This was not feigned, the spectators knew. This drama was real, very real, and they watched in fascination.

Suki suddenly twisted and wriggled free from the men holding her. The sheet fell from her body and the crowd roared their approval. She was a beauty, tall and slender, with long blonde hair, curving hips and firm pointed breasts. Clearly she was no raddled old whore disposed of by a pleasure house or breeding farm. Only rarely did such beauties find their unfortunate way to the Arena: perhaps the unfaithful concubine of an unforgiving master, or a concubine sent there by her master’s bitterly jealous wife, or a pleasure slave who had contracted some incurable infection like ‘crusts,’ so that she had to be destroyed although she still appeared at first glance beautiful.

Suki dashed away and dodged around Brutus and behind the bed, evading Percival’s men for perhaps a minute, dodging and sidestepping them with the skill of a professional thunderball player. The crowd applauded and laughed in equal measure. Neither Suki herself nor the crowd realised that her brief moment of freedom had been planned. They were part of the performance. The men had been instructed to allow her to slip from their grasp.

Suki had nowhere to run to. She made a dash for the space in front of the First Class enclosure, threw herself to her knees and again made urgent supplication, beseeching Alicia to show mercy. 

Alicia threw back her head and laughed in unfeigned delight. It was an arrogant laugh, a condescending laugh, like the laughter of indulgent adults at the foolish antics of a precocious child.

One of Percival’s men seized Suki’s hair and jerked her suddenly to her feet. She yelped in pain and shock as she was lifted up and then bent backwards over the bed and fastened, spread-eagled on her back. Her wrists were strapped to two corners of the bed and her ankles were pulled wide apart and strapped near the feet of the bed, so that her knees were bent over it edges. A thick cushion had been placed beneath her hips, to raise them for Brutus’s convenience. Suki’s continued wriggling achieved nothing except to further entertain the crowd.

Smirke applied a generous quantity of spray from a small vessel and then a large dollop of lubricant gel to Suki. Brutus needed no encouragement though. The spectators were amused to see him barge forward so eagerly that Smirke had to twist suddenly aside as Brutus mounted the bed with his front legs and slid his body forward. For a beast so large, Brutus was surprisingly agile.

The bastards would have laughed if I was crushed to death, thought Smirke irritably.  He reached forward carefully to guide Brutus’s penis into place, and then jumped nimbly back, still conscious of his own safety.

Strangely, the last things Suki noticed as Brutus mounted the bed were his horns. The red rings reminded her of something she had seen long ago, something from her childhood before she was taken to Akkadis, but she did not have time to pursue the train of thought.

Suddenly the crowd noticed Suki’s squeals change in tone. They became higher pitched and longer and continuous, as if she hardly paused to draw breath. In the First Class enclosure, Alicia sipped her drink and put down her glass. Her companion, Jakob Zadkine, turned to her with a grin and said, “Ah, here we go.” 

Alicia did not reply. Jak turned back to enjoy the show. “Brutus seems to be enjoying it,” he added. Brutus was indeed enjoying himself, lengthily and vigorously. Alicia still did not reply, and Jak turned to her. He did not like being ignored. She stared unblinking at the scene, her lips parted and her back straight.

In the cheaper seats, the spectators were less reserved. “Hey Mick, does your Lizzie squeal like that when you’re on top of her?” called out one man above the noise of Suki’s shrieks. His friends laughed.

“Yes,” replied another voice, “but that’s not because of his prong, it’s because he’s so fat.” There was a ripple of laughter. Even Mick himself was amused.

Seventeen minutes later the sated Brutus grunted and backed heavily off the bed. Smirke had timed him. Suki had long since fallen silent. Mr Percival was feeling very happy. Smirke’s fees were extortionate, but a performance like this would certainly bring in welcome custom. The spectators were happy. Smirke was happy. Brutus was certainly happy. Everyone was happy.


10: THRILLED TO BITS

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

It was a crocodile. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

She ran headlong straight into the largest crocodile. 

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

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

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

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


11: PRETTY MAIDS ALL IN A ROW

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Hey, Bouncy, get your skirt off!”

“Yeah, get it off, Bounce.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Mr Percival did not doubt the sincerity in her voice.


PART III: Back at the Maidens of Nenuphar

12: NEIGHBOUR FROM HELL

Sir, your wife, under pretence of keeping a bawdy-house, is a receiver of stolen goods. 

Samuel Johnson

The ten new girls at the Maidens of Nenuphar were standing perfectly straight, with their toes and heels together and their hands by their sides, their heads up and their shoulders back. Each girl had her hair arranged in kittentails. They had been bathed, perfumed, plucked of all body hair and beautified. None had a hair out of place. Each was dressed identically in a short blue dress with a slim waist and short flared skirt which came just to her thighs. 

The new girls were afraid. On today of all days, they had every reason to be afraid. Mrs Carno, the sole owner of the Akkadis Leisure Group, was due to inspect them. They had been at the Maidens for a month, which was sufficient time for their progress to be judged. Suppose Mrs Carno did not consider that they had performed their duties sufficiently well? This woman owned them. They lived or perished entirely at her will. They might be punished or even destroyed, entirely on her whim.

Mrs Carno had given a day’s notice and therefore expected everything to be in perfect order and ready for her inspection. Everything ought to be in perfect order anyway, even for an unannounced visit, but with a day to prepare there could be no possible excuse. 

Usually on her visits, Mrs Carno inspected the books and discussed the business in detail privately with Mrs Knott. Sometimes she visited the premises discreetly in the evening, sitting at a private alcove table and watching as the slave girls danced or chatted to gentlemen at the other tables or served drinks, and woe betide any wretched girl who was not sufficiently charming or vivacious or cheerful or courteous or whose dancing was not adequately graceful or energetic.

But on this occasion Mrs Carno intended to inspect only the new girls. Mrs Knott, Mr Bowser, Ronika and Petra were also present, but not Gumbo. Mrs Carno knew of the existence of the deformed creature but insisted that he was never present when she visited. 

Amanda and her daughter Honeysuckle had a further reason to feel nervous. Mrs Carno had been their next door neighbour once, before they were proscribed and condemned to slavery. It was within her power to spare them from the horrors they now faced. It was also possible that Akkadis Leisure had bought Honey’s brother, Tom. Everything now depended on what their mistress decided when she saw them. It was unfortunate that they had not been on especially good terms with their neighbour. Mrs Carno’s daughter Alicia had bullied Honeysuckle for years at school. 

Mrs Carno had already arrived. She was dressed expensively. Amanda recognised her jacket. It was from an exclusive designer and imported from Aurora. She wore a cinerium necklace. Her permed, highlighted hair and makeup alone must have cost a fortune. 

She was making a statement, Amanda thought. The girls were all very pretty. They were beautiful, even, but they were as nothing compared to Mrs Carno. She owned every one of them, and the very clothes she wore were worth more than any one of their lives. Can such a woman feel compassion? Amanda wondered. 

And yet Mrs Carno was known for her charitable work. She was a patroness of an orphanage for poor Atkoi children. Amanda and Honey hoped and prayed that she would not abandon her former neighbours in their hour of need.

Mrs Knott began speaking. She reminded the girls of how honoured they were to receive this visit from the owner of Akkadis Leisure in person. Then she introduced Mrs Carno to Nysha, the first girl in the line. 

Mrs Carno looked carefully at Nysha. Nysha was a pretty eighteen year old, blonde, tall, with a slender figure and small, firm breasts. She was from the independent world of Coromandel. Nysha had been on her way to Tolon to begin training as a nurse when the Evening Star was attacked. Now she was a slave girl in a brothel on Akkadis, learning an altogether different profession. 

Mrs Knott read out the totals which Nysha had so far earned in fees and tips. Nysha was making good progress, the manageress said. 

Mrs Carno seemed pleased and congratulated Nysha and asked her if she liked working for Akkadis Leisure. “Oh, yes, ma’am! Thank you, ma’am,” replied the pretty blonde, with another curtsey. It was the answer they had been taught to give. Mrs Carno moved on to the next girl. 

Nysha felt relief wash over her. Her heart was beating furiously, but Mrs Carno was pleased with her. She was safe. 

The next girl was Carys. At twenty, Carys had been the only member of the crew of the Evening Star to be spared. She had been a stewardess. She had fair hair, firm round breasts and a lovely figure, although she was not as tall as Nysha. The gentlemen liked her, Mrs Knott remarked. She too was making satisfactory progress. Carys took her lead from Nysha and said, “Yes ma’am,” and curtsied when asked a question.

Next was Aimee, aged nineteen with long blonde hair and a tall slim figure. She too had been seized from the Evening Star. She had been travelling with her family from Borobudur to escape the troubles there and begin a new life on Verulamium, several hundred light years distant.

Mrs Knott mentioned that Aimee had been caned one Wednesday evening, not for any failing as her part, but to entertain the customers in the public lounge and to impress upon all the new girls the importance of obedience and achieving their weekly earnings quotas. The demonstration had been highly instructive. 

Mrs Carno looked carefully at Aimee and said, “Then I sincerely hope you will not have to be caned again, Aimee.”

“Yes, ma’am… no ma’am, thank you ma’am,” replied the terrified girl, confused and flustered. She curtseyed twice, but Mrs Carno had already passed to the next girl.

The next in line was Leah, who was commended for her dancing, and then her sister Rebekka. Leah and Rebekka Hart were aged twenty and nineteen. They were both dark haired and slim, with firm breasts. 

Next was Anemone, known to everyone at the Maidens as Ana. She was a local Akkadisi woman, aged twenty-two, dark haired, with full round breasts and a lovely figure. She had been married less than a year and was already pregnant when she and her husband had been proscribed and arrested. 

“This is Anemone,” said Mrs Knott. “Gravid. Four months.” 

Mrs Carno looked hard at Ana. Ana shyly tried to smile. 

“Remove your dress,” said Mrs Carno bluntly. Ana obeyed. Disobedience was not an option available to the Maidens of Nenuphar. Mrs Carno pressed Ana’s stomach firmly, testing its consistency. Ana winced but managed to remain quiet. 

Then Mrs Knott mentioned that a gentleman had complained about Ana. Mrs Carno’s expression hardened and she looked severely at Ana. It was true. The young gentleman had complained. It had not really been Ana’s fault. She had tried her best, but the man had been impatient and he had already drunk so much in the Lounge Bar that he had been unable to satisfy his desire. He had demanded a refund. Mrs Knott had apologised profusely and sent Binka to serve him instead. Binka was young and beautiful and vastly more experienced than Ana. She had a charming, bubbly nature and apparently a genuine love of serving the gentlemen. It had taken her two hours, but she had managed to satisfy the youth in the end. 

Mrs Carno looked at Ana. Ana saw that her mistress must have been beautiful, truly beautiful, when she was younger. She was still good looking. But her eyes were hard and angry, and her cheeks were tinged with pink. Ana could not meet those angry eyes. After a moment Mrs Carno said, “A complaint?” She paused. “I do not like the sound of that. I do not like that at all.” She paused again. “I trust that nothing like this will ever happen again, Anemone.” There was something menacing in her tone and the way she emphasized the word ‘again’ and used Ana’s name, that made Ana fear that she was in terrible trouble. 

Like all the girls, Ana dreaded being chosen to take part in the Entertainment held every Wednesday at the Maidens. She also knew that Mrs Knott liked to provide some variety to the weekly Entertainment, and that some gentlemen thought it was amusing to watch a pregnant woman being flogged. Ana was already pale with fear when Mrs Carno turned to Mrs Knott and added, “I’ll discuss this with you later, Honoria. And I want a report on this girl’s progress in two weeks.” 

Roxie was next in line. Roxana Keswick had been a trainee Inglic teacher when she and her family were proscribed. Her father had worked for the Reform Party. She was twenty, fair haired with firm round breasts and slim figure. She, too, was making good progress, Mrs Knott said. Relieved, Roxie curtsied when Mrs Carno had finished with her.

Finally, Mrs Carno reached Amanda and Honeysuckle. At thirty-eight Amanda was the oldest pleasure slave at the Maidens, but still attractive, with blonde hair and full breasts. She had obviously taken care of her figure over the years. Her husband Michael had been a lawyer active in the Reform Party. He had been killed by the Commission for Public Safety, the secret police, when Amanda, Honeysuckle and Tom had been sold into slavery. 

The owner of Akkadis Leisure looked hard at Amanda, unsmiling and unspeaking. Mrs Knott explained that Amanda’s progress had been satisfactory. “She has the makings of a popular pleasure slave,” Mrs Knott said. “She’s turning into a good little earner.” She went on to explain that Amanda had received biosilicon gel breast implants. Amanda stood in silent shame while her manageress and her owner discussed her as two farmers might discuss an item of livestock. 

Mrs Carno looked at Amanda and said, “Remove your dress.” 

Amanda bobbed a demure curtsey, said, “Yes, ma’am,” and obeyed. 

Mrs Carno scrutinised Amanda. “Stand straight,” she said, lifting Amanda’s chin. Amanda thought she was already standing straight but she stood straighter still, with her shoulders back, glowing pink in her humiliation. Mrs Carno thoughtfully squeezed first one breast and then the other. They were both firm, round hemispheres. “Yes, I can see that some gentlemen would like that shape,” she mused aloud. Her tone suggested that she personally considered Amanda’s breasts rather vulgar. 

This, then, was the answer to Amanda’s unspoken question. Mrs Carno regarded her as a whore, a slave no better than any other and indeed of lesser value than most, given her age. Amanda could expect no leniency, no special treatment.

Mrs Carno spoke again, this time directly to Amanda. “My agent also purchased your boy. He is on one of my farms. He will be trained to do useful work. If his work, and yours, is satisfactory, he will remain there. Perhaps one day you will be allowed to see him.”

Stunned, Amanda curtsied and thanked her mistress politely. Tom was alive, and working as a farm labourer! And now she knew for certain where she was, or least who owned him. And one day she might be able to see him, perhaps as a reward. But there was also an unspoken threat. If Tom’s or Amanda’s work was not satisfactory, he might not remain on the farm. What did that mean? Did it mean he would be sent somewhere worse, if Amanda’s service was not considered adequate? 

“And finally, this is Honeysuckle,” said Mrs Knott. “She is also proving to be very popular with the lads. We’ve also had her giving Nenuphar Sandwiches, together with Amanda.” Honey, as she was known, had inherited her mother’s blonde hair, tall slender figure and striking good looks. She blushed hotly at the reference to entertaining clients together with her mother. It was a degradation which neither Amanda nor Honey would ever come to terms with.

Mrs Carno nodded. “Yes. The dam and the filly look very similar. Those breasts are the only difference.” To Honey she added, “Remove your dress, Honeysuckle.” Honey obeyed, mortified but compliant, and stood looking straight ahead while Mrs Carno scrutinised her and squeezed her breasts. “It’s a pity their breasts aren’t more similar in size. The gentlemen would like that. Perhaps the filly ought to have some gel too. We’ll have to consider that.” 

“Yes, ma’am,” Mrs Knott nodded. 

The inspection was over. Mrs Carno addressed a few words to the new girls. Their progress had been good, for beginners, but Akkadis Leisure set a very high standard which they must all maintain. They were all new to the brand and the company understood it would be hard for them at first, but they should not expect allowances to be made indefinitely. (Ana thought this remark was intended for her in particular.) Some of them were Imperials. Imperials were not especially popular on Akkadis at the moment and they should not expect an easy time. Others were proscribed Akkadisi women. No one liked a traitor. But if they put their old lives behind them and began afresh, they would be judged by how they performed, not their past crimes. They should all contribute and pay their way. No one owed them a living. If they did their best for Akkadis Leisure, then Akkadis Leisure would always look after them. It was a question of loyalty. Mrs Carno left unspoken the corollary, the threat of what would happen to any girl whose efforts failed to live up to expectations. She did not need to point out the obvious. They all knew what had happened to Suki.

Mrs Carno looked carefully at each girl. None of them dared to return her gaze. Satisfied, she headed for the office, accompanied by Mrs Knott. The new girls were dismissed. Some dissolved into tears and hugged each other for support and reassurance. Amanda and Honey wept in disappointment and humiliation, despite the glimmer of hope they felt for Tom.

Mrs Carno had been severe with the girls and afterwards she was cool and businesslike with Mrs Knott. All of this was to some extent an act. She was, in fact, in a good mood. She had just successfully concluded a task which she believed to be dangerous, but necessary. 

Earlier that morning in one of her other pleasure houses, the Maidens of Luxor, she had secretly handed a package to a certain foreign businessman. His name was Henderson, and he was the same Mr Henderson whose acquaintance Honey and Amanda had already made. She knew the man was important but she had no idea of his real identity or that he was on Akkadis on the Emperor’s business. 

The package had been given to Mrs Carno by Senator Thrux. He had asked Mrs Carno to deliver the package secretly. She did not want to do it, but she could not afford to refuse a request from Senator Thrux.

Almost everyone who knew Joan Carno either feared, envied or at least respected her. Many did all three of those. To the world she appeared both very rich and very powerful.

But Mrs Carno knew it was all a sham. It was a façade which could be brought tumbling down in an instant by anyone who knew the secret which Mrs Carno had been trying all her working life to keep hidden. And Senator Thrux had discovered that secret. 

Mrs Carno wished she had never trusted Raphael Thrux. She had asked him for his help twenty years ago when her pleasure house licences needed renewing. He had been very helpful indeed. All her applications were granted. The Senator was clearly a man who could get things done for his friends. He was also very charming and persuasive, and Mrs Carno had felt confident enough to ask his help concerning another little difficulty she had been wrestling with. 

It was a matter concerning the creature called Gumbo. If his real identity ever became known, or if anyone ever discovered why he was kept at the Maidens of Nenuphar, Mrs Carno’s life would be ruined and everything she had worked so hard to build up would be destroyed. 

Originally only four people had known about her secret. Three of them had died twenty years earlier, and the fourth was Mrs Carno herself.   

But then Mrs Carno had made the worst mistake of her life. She had asked the Senator for his help. The consequences of this mistake would follow Mrs Carno through the decades until the very hour of her death. 

In order to help her, the Senator naturally had to be told everything about Gumbo. Once again, Thrux had been very helpful. His advice had been precisely what Mrs Carno needed. But he remembered what he knew. And he had also made a point of keeping a certain document which proved what he knew. 

And that was why, when the Senator had asked some little favours of her, Mrs Carno had felt it politic to agree to help. For all her wealth and power and position, she was no more free than the slave girls who laboured for her in the Maidens of Nenuphar. She had promised to deliver several packages secretly to Mr Henderson. She understood that she must never ask or seek to discover what they contained (although she could hardly help but notice how heavy they were). There would be no proof that either the Senator or Mrs Carno had ever possessed the packages. 

Mrs Carno was not a fool. She guessed that she was involved with something probably illegal and almost certainly extremely dangerous. Nevertheless, she reasoned that neither the Senator nor Mr Henderson could implicate her without implicating themselves. It was in everyone’s interests to be discreet. 

Mrs Carno had now delivered the first package safely and successfully. So far as she could tell, no one had seen her. She was relieved and happy. There would be several more packages to hand over, but she was no longer nervous. She had done it once. These things were always easier the second time.


13: MY LITTLE EYE

Article 207, Section 8 (e): A freedman shall be subject to the penalty of execution by strangulation if he is found to be guilty of any of the following…. blackmail (category 1)…

Akkadis Criminal Code. (Government Stationery Office: Akkad City, 2991)

Roxie knew that the moment she had dreaded for so long had finally arrived. Artur Thrux had returned to the Maidens of Nenuphar. 

It was early evening and the Maidens was already becoming busy. Gentlemen sat at many of the tables, sipping drinks and watching the stage, perhaps in the company of one or more of the Maidens. On the stage, Leah, Emily, Nysha and a girl called Dahlia were gyrating to a cheerful Atkoi tune with a powerful repetitive beat. Other girls were busy serving drinks. They were all dressed alike in long silky blue dresses, cut low at the neck with slim waists and long split skirts. Roxie thought they looked like nightdresses. She still found the costume embarrassing despite her five weeks at the Maidens. The girls were all dressed alike on any given day. Mrs Knott or Petra or Ronika selected the costumes before opening time.

Roxie was carrying a drink to the gentleman at Table 31 when she saw Thrux and his sycophants enter the lounge. Her heart turned cold with fear. She felt dizzy and nearly dropped the tray. Thrux went to the cash desk and spoke to Mrs Knott. With her heart thumping, Roxie hurried to Table 31. Perhaps the gentleman there would want her to stay with him. She hesitated a moment, and asked, “Sir, is there anything else you require?” There was not. Perhaps a hint of desperation in her tone had put him off, or perhaps like many of the gentlemen he simply wanted to sip his drink quietly and watch the stage.

Roxie was left with no alternative but to report to Ronika, the deputy manager on duty. She glanced towards the bar, wondering whether she could delay the inevitable by visiting the other tables to see if the gentlemen there required anything. Perhaps she was worrying needlessly. Perhaps Thrux had no intention of reserving her.

Then Roxie saw Ronika gesture to her. It was the merest flick of the wrist and one finger, but Roxie knew it could not be ignored. Ronika beckoned, and Roxie obeyed. 

Being used by Dako for a fortnight had been horrible, utterly horrible and disgusting, but he had been a stranger. It was nothing personal. Thrux and his friends were different. They were her former pupils. Now they were in a position of power over her and intended to enjoy it to the full. And they did have the power; all the power. Roxie was entirely helpless.

“Go to Table 10. You’ve been booked,” said Ronika. It was as simple as that.

Roxie curtsied and said, “Yes, miss.” No further command was necessary. Roxie had been trained to obey. The training of a slave girl on Akkadis was nothing if not thorough.

She could already hear the harsh cackle of their laughter and see Thrux’s short ginger hair and face red with its angry pimples. His face looked angry even when Thrux was cheerful.

Possibly, just possibly, there was something she could do. It was a very slim hope but it was the only idea she had been able to think of, despite her best efforts. At twenty, she was almost a fully trained teacher. Had it not been for the writ of proscription she would by now be nearly qualified. Thrux, although physically bigger than her, was only eighteen.

She would call upon his better nature, his residual respect for authority. There was a certain tone of voice she had heard her more experienced colleagues use, which she had tried to emulate in the classroom. She thought of it as her ‘teacher’s voice.’ She would use it now. It was serious and it expected and therefore commanded respect, yet it was not condescending. Above all she must not seem condescending.

Thrux spoke first. “Here’s the whore I sent for. Get your arse over here, girl.”

Now was the moment. “Artur, listen to me please. I am aware that you did not enjoy school. Nevertheless, you must understand….”

“Kneel! Neck!” snapped Thrux, not allowing Roxie finish her sentence. Instantly, automatically, Roxana knelt and placed her hands behind her neck, linking her fingers together. 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, along with her dancing and physical exercises. Such a command could never be ignored. It must be obeyed instantly. The movement was now automatic, as though her body obeyed before her mind even had a chance to respond.

Thrux’s three friends grinned but did not laugh. They took their cue from Thrux himself. Roxie dared for an instant to look at his face. He was furious. She could not meet his gaze. Thrux hated to be told what to do. He hated anyone in authority. He hated the tone that Roxie had used. 

“Listen to me, girl, and listen good.” Thrux spoke slowly, deliberately. Roxie knew that she had made a serious mistake. She had made him angry. “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 will have Bowser stretch you over the frame and flog you till the skin peels off your butt. Do you understand me, girl?”

“Yes, master,” she replied, terrified by the ferocity of his anger.

“Take your dress off,” he said bluntly.

Roxana did not dare to disobey, but neither could she bring herself to remove her only shred of modesty. She had never before been ordered to undress in the public lounge. In her desperate dilemma, she uttered the word, “Please…” so quietly that Thrux could hardly hear her.

Thrux looked at her.

“Please, master….” she said.

“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…anything on underneath it.” The commanding, teaching tone was entirely forgotten now. Her voice conveyed only 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. She had been clearly told in training never to do that, but this was in the public lounge. How could she possibly let go of the dress so that it slid to the floor and stand brazenly, entirely bare, with her hands at her sides in a crowded public lounge bar?

“Hands down. At your sides,” said Thrux.

Defeated, Roxie obeyed and allowed the dress to fall to the floor. Pink with shame she stood for their scrutiny, straight and still. 

For a few moments Thrux was silent, drinking in the sight presented to him. Roxana’s fair, almost blonde hair was tied in two kittentails. Her ear tag glinted in the light from the rotating mirror ball. She had a pretty face and a very attractive figure. Her breasts were full but firm. Her waist was slim and flat, her hips beautifully curved and her legs were long and slender 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. They had been entirely correct to imagine that beneath Roxana Keswick’s modest professional clothes was a very desirable body. A little above her mons and to the right, the Rose Garden mark, firm, clear, straight and uncompromising, proclaimed her servitude.

Thrux spoke slowly. “Well, well. Miss Keswick has 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 dutifully, not quite knowing what he had in mind. Thrux paused, looking at Roxana. Unable to move or cover herself, she was close to tears.

“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 ought to be teaching. Teaching!” He spat the word out contemptuously and turned back to Roxie. “Girl, did you really imagine that you could ever have been a teacher? Did you really think that trash like you ought to be teaching young people?” 

For Thrux this was a rather long and intellectual speech. He paused and glanced at his sycophants to make sure they had appreciated the full subtlety of his argument. They murmured in unanimous agreement. He was, after all, paying for their drinks and their evening’s entertainment. 

“Master, I did not choose to be sent here,” Roxie replied quietly, close to tears. She was conscious of the grinning men at nearby tables, watching the entertaining exchange.

For a moment Thrux was stumped, but Ottinger replied, “But you did choose to be here. Or your parents chose, which is the same thing. The moment they chose to betray the Commonwealth they made you traitors, and a traitor is worse than a whore.”

Thrux grinned. “Yeah,” he said simply. He had drained the shallow pond of his intellect and grown bored with this thread of conversation. “Now come here, girl,” he said. “Stand just here. I want to look at those tits properly.”

Roxana did as she was ordered. Thrux squeezed one of Roxana’s breasts. “Hey, Stobbers, feel these tits. These are real, not gel like that other whore. A whore ought to have proper tits.” 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.

The contraceptive injections which Roxie and the other girls at the Maidens all received, had several useful side effects apart from preventing pregnancy. One was to suppress their monthly cycles, which naturally increased their productivity and earning potential. It simulated the effects of pregnancy in other ways, too. Their breasts became a little fuller and their bodies responded more quickly to sexual stimulation, showing outward signs of arousal such as a firming of the nipples and vaginal lubrication. This did not of course mean that Roxie was truly enjoying being fondled or anticipated any pleasure from what Thrux and his friends intended to do to her. Her body, charged with hormones, was responding despite her will. 

Akkadis Leisure considered this a useful side effect. It made the gentlemen imagine the girls were enjoying their attentions and it lessened the discomfort for the girls of intercourse without foreplay. Roxie and the other new girls would have to serve as pleasure slaves for a year at least before all traces of modesty and self-respect were erased from their characters and they derived any genuine pleasure from serving their clients.

Thrux understood none of this. “Go to the bar,” he ordered. “We want four 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. “You’re gonna dance for us. And if you know what’s good for you, you’ll make it lively. I hope for your sake you know how to dance properly.”

Roxie moved automatically, gyrating to the beat of the Atkoi music, swaying to the simple but erotic moves she had been taught, 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. After perhaps ten minutes, which seemed an eternity, Ronika came over to the stage and with a triumphant smirk, gestured for Roxie to return to Thrux’s table.

“Sit here, girl,” ordered Thrux, sipping his drink. For a while she endured more of Thrux and Stobbins’s fondling. Then Thrux stood and said, “Now you can come upstairs with us. You’re gonna get a damn good ruttocking.”

Thrux insisted that she walk ahead so that he and his friends could watch her as she made her way, still completely bare, across the lounge to the stairs, in front of the interested and amused gaze of several dozen gentleman customers.

A screen in Mrs Knott’s office enabled her to watch Thrux and his friends enjoy their evening’s entertainment. Roxie was very inexperienced. Until two weeks ago she had been a virgin. These would be her first customers after Dako, and Mrs Knott was concerned about letting the four young men have her. Roxie had to learn to cope, though. Mrs Knott would be doing her no favours, she reasoned, if she overprotected the new girl. Besides, Thrux was paying a hundred solidi for Roxie to entertain him and his friends. But if he got carried away as he had before, it would be essential to intervene before he did the girl any permanent damage. Mrs Knott would have to keep a careful watch on the proceedings.

Roxie watched horrified as Thrux loosened his belt. “Get on your back,” he said. “On the floor. Spread them. Wider.” Mrs Knott heard a thump and a yelp as Thrux sharply kicked one of Roxie’s knees. The girl had been too slow when she was told to spread them apart. Then Thrux knelt down to begin. 

Stobbins stretched Roxie’s arms back behind her head and stood with one foot on each of her hands, while Danielz and Ottinger each stood with their full weight on one of her feet. Roxie was spread-eagled, held in place as firmly as if she had been put in a brace, but considerably more uncomfortably. She whimpered, but did not attempt to resist. Sensible girl, thought Mrs Knott. At one point she cried out and Stobbins lifted one foot and pressed it onto her face. Her head was on its side and he stood for a while with one foot on her cheek and the other on her hand. After that Roxie whimpered a few times, but she did not cry out loudly.

Eventually Thrux finished, but Roxie’s ordeal was not over. Far from it: Stobbins took his turn next, then Danielz, then Ottinger. Bored with standing on Roxana’s hands and feet, they ordered her to hold one of her ankles in each hand. It was an exhausting position to hold for any length of time, but Roxie dared not release her ankles. It was over an hour before each had taken his turn. 

Next, they decided that Roxie should satisfy them orally as well. This would take longer, Mrs Knott guessed. They were already largely sated and Roxie was very inexperienced. Even on the tiny hand held screen, Mrs Knott could sense Roxana’s revulsion. Nevertheless it was something the girl would have to learn to do, Mrs Knott thought.

Thrux had ordered a bottle of brandy to be sent up later, and Binka was sent to deliver it. Roxie was busy with Thrux, her head bobbing rhythmically as she knelt before him. She was trying very hard to do it just as she had been taught, with slow, steady strokes. She did not pause or break her rhythm as Binka put down the tray of bottles and glasses and left. Her two kittentails swayed prettily as her head bobbed up and down. 

The others sat awaiting their turn with Roxana.  They discussed Roxie and her relative merits and demerits and then various Wednesday night Entertainments they had seen at the Maidens, and highlights of several performances at the Arena. They discussed the chances of different teams in the forthcoming aircar races at the Velocidrome, and then the political situation. They hoped that the Kzamate would give the Imperials a ‘good hiding’. None of them anticipated Akkadis itself being directly involved if there was a war, and they poured derision on the Emperor’s offer to come to the assistance of Akkadis if it was attacked. The offer was self-interested and in any case unnecessary, they agreed. They discussed the merits of Imperial girls at the Maidens and other pleasure houses and agreed that Imperials girls made good pleasure slaves. Then they discussed Roxie again, and whether or not she was making satisfactory progress in her new occupation.

Neither Thrux nor his friends nor Roxie nor anyone else realised that Mrs Knott had made an audio-visual recording of Thrux with Roxana. She did not bother recording the other louts. But Thrux was the nephew of a senator, a wealthy and powerful man who was concerned about the honour of his family. If Mrs Knott did indeed lose her job this would be a valuable addition to her collection of audio-visual recordings.

When Mrs Knott had first had the idea of recording wealthy clients, the very thought had turned her cold with fear. She could almost feel the executioner’s wire tightening around her throat. But she was an intelligent woman. She would do nothing unless her career was already in peril. She would mention the recordings to no one. If she ever did resort to blackmail she would begin with Mrs Carno. It would be dangerous to threaten someone like Senator Thrux directly. And she would make it quite clear that if anything happened to her, copies of the recordings would automatically be sent out to various individuals. No one would be able to stop the recordings being sent, even if Mrs Knott herself was dead. Above all, she would leave no proof that she had ever demanded anything.

But these arrangements could all be made later. Right now, all Mrs Knott needed were the recordings themselves. She switched off her camera and slipped the memory wafer into her pocket.

Roxie knelt in a corner of the room, shaking. “Let’s go downstairs. I’m thirsty,” said Thrux. They all stood, except for Roxie. Uncertain what was expected of her, she remained kneeling with her back very straight and her hands on her knees.

“Come here, girl,” said Thrux. 

Roxana stood and obeyed, terrified and still completely naked, trying to gauge his mood. Was he angry? 

“Do you think I was harsh with you, girl?” he demanded. 

Roxie was unsure how to reply. She was on dangerous ground. She shook her head and said, “No, master.”

“This was for your own good,” said Thrux. “You’ve got a lesson to learn, girl. You’re not a teacher. You’re a whore. No one owes you a living. This whorehouse didn’t buy you to keep you in luxury.” He paused.

“Yes, master,” said Roxana, and curtsied.

“You’ve got to earn your keep. If you don’t learn to make your customers happy, you’re not going to live long. They’ll send you to the Arena. One day you’ll thank me for this.”

“Yes, master. Thank you, master.” Roxie curtsied again.

Thrux reached into his pocket and retrieved a small coin. “Here,” he said, holding it out towards her mouth. 

Roxie took it in her lips. It was a prime, a tenth of a solidus. She transferred it to her hands, knelt graciously and made obeisance. “Thank you, master,” she said. “Thank you, masters.” 

“You’re not finished yet, girl,” said Thrux. “You’re going to serve us drinks in the bar.”

“Yes, master,” said Roxie again. She rose and curtsied again and followed Thrux and his friends. She would be serving them naked, she knew. She hoped there were not many men in the lounge bar. 

Thrux turned to her again. “You enjoyed it, didn’t you?” he said. 

Roxie had been told already how to respond to that question. “Yes, master,” she said quickly. It was important that the gentlemen should always know that the girls had enjoyed serving them.

Thrux nodded knowingly. “Yes. You are a whore.”


14: OLD SCHOOL TIES

The name of the slough was Despond.

Bunyan: The Pilgrim’s Progress, Part I 

Mr Bapan was nice.

Nice, of course, was a relative term, thought Ana. If Mr Bapan paid the fee to take Ana upstairs, he expected to receive satisfaction for his money. But he was not deliberately cruel. He spoke kindly to her and he usually gave her a reasonable tip. At first she had felt bitterly ashamed to be given tips but now she understood their importance. Twice she had been warned by Mrs Knott that her weekly earnings were low. On one occasion, only the accumulated sum of her tips had saved her from a caning. Tips were important.

Tips, indeed, were now more important than ever. The new girls at the Maidens were faced with two options. They could either learn to accept their new lives or they could retain a secret hope of somehow escaping from it. Although they knew that escape was vanishingly improbable, they could not help but hope. Amanda, Honey, Ana and Roxie had recently decided in secret to try to retain at least some part of their tips and not to hand them over. They would pool their resources, pitiful though they were, and hide them. If ever an opportunity arose to improve their situation, a little money might possibly mean the difference between failure and success.

It was late on a Tuesday evening, a relatively quiet time at the Maidens. A smiling Ronika had told Ana that she had been booked. She should go immediately to Table 2. Ana expected to find Mr Bapan waiting for her there. He visited the Maidens every week. At least it meant she would not have to serve other men.

Ana was wearing a square of thin white cloth, folded diagonally into a triangle and wrapped around her waist and tied at her right hip. She also wore a small white top, buttoned in front and called a waistcoat although it was cut so short it actually left her waist bare. She was a pretty girl, dark haired with a slim figure although the bulge of her pregnant stomach was just beginning to show. Ana still found her scanty costume humiliating, although the other girls at the Maidens, whether in the reception or serving as waitresses or sitting with customers, were all dressed similarly.

Amanda and Roxie were dancing on the stage, also wearing the same costume. Then Petra went to tell Amanda to go to Table 8. She had been hired. Roxie continued to dance alone. When Ana arrived at Table 2 she was surprised to see that it was empty. Perhaps Mr Bapan had popped out to the toilets. 

Then she felt a fist close firmly on her hair from behind and twist, holding her tightly. It must be Mr Bapan, she thought. He was playing a joke on her. His other hand slid under her arm and squeezed her breasts. “Oh sir, hello sir,” grinned Ana. 

Then she was able to turn her head and see the face of the man fondling her. It was not Mr Bapan. The ugly face of Mr Granicus leered at her, grinning with anticipation. Ana squealed and twisted away, but Granicus was still holding her hair. He slapped her face sharply and Ana came quickly to her senses. 

It was not that Mr Granicus was especially cruel. He was not like Mr Thrux, Ana thought. It was just that she was expecting Mr Bapan, who was kind to her, and Mr Granicus had a rather severe expression. Ana was frightened of him. He also smelled. It was not merely his breath and his crotch that smelled. It was all of him, all over, Ana thought. Mr Granicus had selected her once before, although he usually chose Emily. But Emily had already been booked this evening and so Mr Granicus had decided to try Ana again.

But now Ana had annoyed Mr Granicus. No girl at the Maidens could ever afford to displease a customer. Ana knew that, and she was afraid. “Sir, I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I thought you…I’m sorry,” she said. “I apologise. Please forgive me, sir.” 

Still holding Ana’s hair, Granicus marched her swiftly towards the cash desk. Ana was obliged to run to keep up. Briefly she glimpsed Mr Bapan sitting at another table with Mindi, laughing and drinking. For an instant she hated them both, but she did not have time to dwell on her sense of betrayal. 

Meanwhile, Aimee was on her way to Table 19 when she heard a young lady’s voice. “Girl! Girl, come here.”

Aimee hurried over to the young lady, curtsied, and said “Yes, miss,” and stood tall and straight, waiting to take the lady’s order. The lady was in fact no older than Aimee. She appeared to be a student of the University of Akkad, accompanied by several male students. Aimee thought that she might even be the girl who had watched her being caned, but she could not be certain. Aimee’s head had been upside down during that ordeal and her mind had been on other matters.

“I recognise you,” said the young lady. “You were caned a few weeks ago, weren’t you?”

So Aimee had been correct. She curtsied again, and said, “Yes, miss.”

“What is your name, girl?” asked the young lady.

“Aimee, if it pleases you, miss.”

“Aimee? That’s a pretty name. Do you like working here, Aimee?”

Several of the male students were looking at Aimee, and she blushed, but she gave the answer which all the girls at the Maidens had been told to give to this question. “Oh yes, miss. They treat us well, here,” she smiled.

“It looked like a painful caning. Was it painful, girl?”

It was a foolish question, but Aimee was hardly in a position to tell her so. “Yes, miss,” she said.

“Are the stripes still visible, girl?”

“Yes, miss.”

“Take off your… do you call it a skirt? Take it off, anyway.”

“Yes, miss.” Humiliated, Aimee obeyed.

“Turn around. Let me see,” commanded the girl student. Aimee turned, enduring the scrutiny of the girl and her companions. The stripes were merely narrow dark lines now, but still visible. The male students looked at Aimee. She was tall, blonde and slim, with smooth skin. Her breasts were not large, but firm and conical.

“Why were you caned, girl”

“A gentleman was not pleased with me, miss,” Aimee replied. Again, it was the answer she had been taught.

“You displeased a customer?” smiled the young lady. “That does not sound like a terribly clever idea. Not in your position. You’re an Imperial, aren’t you?

“Yes, miss.”

“Then I would suggest that you mind your p’s and q’s,” she added pompously. “Have you learnt your lesson now?”

“Yes, miss.”

“I sincerely hope so. Now run and fetch us five beers and a white wine. And don’t be long, there’s a good girl.” Gratefully Aimee curtsied, took the proffered coin, retrieved her skirt and hurried away.

On the stage, Roxie had just realised with utter dismay that one of the gentlemen at Table 3, smartly dressed and drinking and talking to his colleagues, was Mr Bolventor.

It had been Maurice Bolventor, the Principal of Akkad City State Senior School Number Eleven, who had given Roxana Keswick her first and indeed her only teaching position. He was in his fifties with dark, greying hair. Roxana had always thought that he seemed serious and dignified, as a principal should. She had always been a little nervous in his presence, but he had been kind to her and she was genuinely grateful. She felt beholden to him.

Roxana had completed the academic part of her training and had applied to complete her traineeship at Mr Bolventor’s school. He had been impressed by her references and her examination results, her professional and well organised approach to teaching and her willingness to work hard. She set high standards for herself and for her students. She genuinely wanted them to succeed. She was a little shy and obviously lacked experience but he realised that she had the makings of a good teacher. He had made up his mind that barring any unforeseen mishaps, he would offer her a position on the permanent teaching staff when her traineeship was completed.

Having her entire family proscribed by the Oligarchy was certainly an unforeseen mishap. Bolventor had been obliged to replace Roxana at short notice with a temporary replacement. He still felt that her replacement lacked Roxana’s patience and willingness for hard work.

And now Mr Bolventor was here! Here, in the Maidens of Nenuphar, and Roxie was on the stage dressed in a tiny so called skirt and a waistcoat, both of which she knew from experience made men want to look at her. She was here, in a brothel, dancing for the entertainment of men. What would he think of her? What could he possibly think? 

She was conscious that her costume left little to the imagination. It was the same costume that Ana and Aimee were wearing. The skirt consisted of nothing more than a square of thin gauze a yard across, folded diagonally into a triangle and wrapped around her waist and tied at her left hip. It left her left thigh exposed. In fact it left almost all of her exposed. Underneath it, she was bare. The top was a cropped waistcoat. 

Will he think I have chosen to dress like this? she wondered. No, surely not. He must know that I was proscribed, and that if I am still alive at all, I must have been sold into slavery. Surely the school would have been told. Another thought occurred to her: Is he here looking for me? Does he plan to rescue me? But if he sees me dancing like this, like a whore, will he still want to rescue me or will he just leave me here?

Then something happened which terrified Roxie more, more even than the thought of Mr Bolventor looking up at the stage. Petra was walking to the bar. She was carrying the bell. Roxie realised that it must be almost ten o’clock, and her heart sank.

The bell was rung on most evenings at the Maidens of Nenuphar at about ten o’clock. It was the signal for all the girls to remove their tops. The music would suddenly change to something with a forceful beat. Most pleasure houses began to empty after about ten o’clock. Mrs Knott naturally wanted the Maidens to remain full, or at least fuller than most.

With her heart in her mouth Roxana realised that at the end of this song she would have to remove her top, in front of Mr Bolventor and his friends and everyone in the lounge, and continue dancing with bare breasts, wearing only the scanty square of cloth. To make matters worse, Roxie was dancing alone. It would have been a little less humiliating if she had been among a group of girls dancing together.

Briefly she glanced at Table 3 again, and then looked quickly away. There were five men there, in business suits, and two of them were watching the stage. The others, including Mr Bolventor, were drinking, talking quietly, or listening and laughing. Mr Bolventor might look up at any moment. Would he recognise her? With their similar hairstyles, similar costumes and slim figures, perhaps he would not realise it was her. And yet he was sitting not twenty feet from her. She continued to sway her hips and breasts in the graceful yet erotic style which the girls had been taught. The Atkoi were not civilised, yet their music was compelling.

Roxie glanced at Table 3 again. Still Mr Bolventor was not looking at her. She tried not to keep looking at his table. They might think she was trying to attract their attention. She glanced back towards Petra. Petra was still holding the bell and talking to Ronika, and laughing at some private joke. Then she lifted the bell and adjusted her grip on it, and transferred it to her other hand. She appeared to be about to ring it when Ronika said something and Petra laughed, lowered the bell again and replied.

Roxie looked back towards Table 3. This time Mr Bolventor was looking straight at her. Unmistakeably, he had seen her. She tried to interpret his expression. Was he sympathetic or simply disgusted? She dared not stop dancing. For a moment she looked away, flustered and conscious of the thin cloth barely covering her hips. Should she look at him, or look away? She risked a brief glance back towards him. He was still looking at her. 

If Mr Bolventor recognised her, he might be able to get her out of this horrible, horrible place. Should she smile and wave at him? That was what the more experienced girls at the Maidens would have done. The dancing girls were encouraged to flirt with the gentlemen, to try to be chosen. But Roxie, in her shame and confusion, could not bring herself to do either.

Then the bell rang. It was a simple signal, a light tinkling of the bell, but to Roxana it was the crack of doom.

For an instant she hesitated. The other girls, those waitressing or sitting with gentlemen at tables, obeyed the signal. Then Roxie, too, removed her top. She dared not look towards Table 3 now. She heard a murmur of approval, a cheer of male voices, and those in the lounge who had not been watching now turned towards the stage. The girls who were sitting at the tables had all asked the gentlemen’s permission before removing their waistcoats. None were refused. A new song immediately began to play and Roxie began her new dance, livelier and more erotic. 

Burning with shame, Roxie wondered if it were possible to die of embarrassment. She thought not, although it would have solved all her problems. She controlled the impulse to cover her breasts.

Mr Bolventor must have seen her now. She dared to glance towards him, just for an instant. He was still watching her. The other men at his table were watching her too, and grinning. What would he think of her, dancing topless in a brothel? Shamefully she answered her own question. He would think she was a whore, because she was.

Roxie also had another problem. The rhythmic beat of the music was reaching its climax. Roxana, along with a number of other girls at the Maidens, had been taught the correct steps and movements for this dance. They had rehearsed them thoroughly. With Ronika and Petra watching, Roxie had no alternative but to perform the movements properly.

There was no help for it. As the music reached its crescendo, Roxie put her hands behind her back and thrust her breasts forward, sinuously twisting her torso and wriggling so that her breasts bounced from side to side for three beats of the music. She was supposed to look at the gentlemen and smile as she did this, but she could not bring herself to look at Table 3. Then, after counting three more beats, she turned her back to most of the audience, this time thrusting her buttocks back and wriggling them too, for three more beats. She heard the reaction of the audience. They enjoyed it. Some of the men on Mr Bolventor’s table clapped, and one whistled. 

Roxie felt the fabric of her triangular skirt waving as she moved. Would the watching men realise she was wearing nothing underneath? Roxie feared they would be left in little doubt. 

She turned to face the audience again, blushing crimson but still swaying to the music. She dared a fleeting glance at Mr Bolventor’s table. Unmistakably, he was still watching. The song ended and Roxie curtsied and pressed her hands together as if in supplication, as was required of her. There were some enthusiastic cheers and claps, and then the next song began.

For three more songs the agony of her exposure continued. Then Ronika, who had taken over from Petra, gestured to Roxie to step down. Daisy, Heidi and Nysha ascended the stage in her place.

Roxie was sent to waitress at tables 10 to 12. As she walked over, she felt the men’s eyes on her breasts. She glanced towards Table 3, but from this angle she could not see Mr Bolventor.

Another dreadful thought occurred to her. Suppose she was hired and taken upstairs now, and Mr Bolventor saw it? Girls were often hired after they had been dancing. Worse still, suppose one of Mr Bolventor’s friends or business associates hired her? 

Roxie returned to the bar to fetch the drinks her customers had ordered. As she returned, carrying the drinks, she was able to see Table 3.

Mr Bolventor and the other men at his table had left.


15: PORTRAIT OF A LADY

No woman so naked as the one you can see to be naked underneath her clothes.

Michael Frayn.

“Go to Table 14. You’ve been booked,” said Ronika simply. 

“Yes, miss,” said Roxie.

It was two days since the awful day when Mr Bolventor had appeared. Roxana did not know whether he had left in disgust at her antics, or to spare her further humiliation, or neither. Perhaps her presence had been entirely irrelevant to his evening’s entertainment with a group of friends. 

Tonight, mercifully, Roxie was more fully dressed. The dress code for this evening was the short, strapless black dresses which came down almost to their knees. They looked almost formal. The fabric was thick with a silky lining. They left the girls’ shoulders bare and drew attention to their cleavage. Before she had been proscribed Roxie would never have dared wear such a short dress but now she was grateful when the manager or her deputy selected them. There were five or six different uniforms that they might wear. Roxie’s favourite was the long, light blue dress, although even that was made of very thin, silky cloth and split right up to her thigh. The short, strapless dresses would have been her second choice. The skirt consisting of a folded square of cloth was the one she hated most. It was usually Ronika who selected that particular costume. Only rarely were girls at the Maidens required to dance entirely bare. That was usually much later in the evening. But tonight the Maidens were wearing the short black strapless dresses. 

Roxie made her way to Table 14, trying not to anticipate what fate awaited her this evening. What would the man be like? What would he make her do? Some were considerate, others were hateful, but even the kindest, most reasonable, expected to receive the entertainment he had paid for.

Table 14 was an alcove table. When she reached it she saw that the gentleman there was Mr Bolventor.

“Sir! Mr Bolventor!” Roxie curtsied, then blushed, confused. Should she address him as a teacher spoke to her principal or as a pleasure slave spoke to a customer?

Bolventor seemed to sense her confusion. “Miss Keswick,” he said half rising to his feet, but he was not being sarcastic as Thrux had been. “Roxana. Please sit down.” Gratefully Roxie sat at his table, with her knees pressed modestly together and her hands on her lap. Then she blushed, thinking of the night before last. He had recognised her. He had seen her breasts and watched her dance. He had remembered the number fastened to her skimpy skirt, and sent for her. Had he been searching for her to rescue her or had he found her by accident? And was he here now to help her, or to use her as a pleasure slave? But if the latter, he could have chosen any girl. He had chosen to ask for her. There was hope, then.

“Roxana, I was horrified when I found out what had happened. We all were. I am truly sorry. You must have had a dreadful time.”

“Thank you, Mr Bolventor.”

“Do you know… have you had any news about your family?”

“None. We were told to assume… the worst. I think I am the only survivor.” Roxana fought to hold back her tears. Usually she could control her emotions, but Bolventor’s kind words had broken through her defences.

“I am sorry. I am truly sorry. It’s a barbaric punishment.”

“Thank you. And have you? Have you heard anything… about my family?”

“No. They told us very little. Only that it… your situation… cannot be reversed.” For a few moments, neither spoke. Then they both tried to speak at once and both stopped, embarrassed.

“Go on,” said Bolventor.

“Mr Bolventor, is there any possibility that you can help me?” Roxie paused for a few moments. He did not reply. It was not sounding good. “Help me to get out of here?” she added.

“Roxie, I’m sorry. Legally, there is no procedure to appeal. I did ask a lawyer. Even if the… the house wanted to… sell you, and even if I had the money to spare, I would not be able to buy your freedom. The law requires you to be retained by a licensed… pleasure house.” He was clearly embarrassed to have to explain this. He looked at Roxie. She was attractive. She was very attractive. He had always known that, but with bare shoulders and arms, her soft, smooth skin was all the more alluring.

“Roxana, there is something else I think I ought to mention. You must realise that even if somehow you were allowed to leave here, you could not now re-enter polite society. I know it’s not fair, it’s grotesque, but it cannot be altered.” Roxie looked at Bolventor. Her wide eyes and shining hair gleamed in the light from the bar. She was wearing a lovely perfume, Bolventor noticed.

The Principal continued: “I confiscated this from a boy in the twelfth form. Rivaz. You probably remember him.” He drew a folded sheet of paper from his pocket. “It’s the Maidens of Nenuphar photobrochure. He printed it off from his inforeader. They’re not allowed to look up things like that, obviously, but you know how it is, we can never stop them entirely.”

Roxana unfolded the sheet. It was an advertisement. ‘We Love to Love,’ it began. It contained the address of the Maidens of Nenuphar, the opening hours, the table of prices, and pictures of all the Maidens girls, both in groups, in their different costumes, and individually. Roxana saw her own photograph halfway down, with a quotation below it: ‘Hi! I’m Roxie. I’m new here, but I’m very keen to learn and I’m eager to please you,’ it said. Roxie blushed. She knew that brochures such as this were blocked out of school inforeaders, but the school could do nothing to prevent students from reading and printing them at home.

“I’m sorry,” said Bolventor. “One of them saw your pictures and realised it was you. It generated considerable….interest. You know what boys in the twelfth are like. By morning break they all knew. I’m sorry, Roxana. I know Thrux has been here. I’m afraid you may get a lot more visits from your old students now. I’ve no control over what they do in their own time. Things have happened, Roxana, things beyond your control and mine. You couldn’t return to teaching now. The parents, the students, the governors…everyone would know. These things cannot be undone.”

“But Mr Bolventor, is there anyone you know who might be able to help me? Someone with enough money, who might help me, or even have someone in their house. I mean, I can cook, or clean, or….” her sentence trailed off.

“I think it would be asking someone a great deal to take that risk in the current political mood. I don’t know how much they tell you here, but things are changing fast. It looks quite likely that there will be a war. The Kzam is demanding more and more concessions and at some point the Empire will have to fight. I don’t really think Akkadis could stay neutral. The Oligarchs say they want to, but the rumours are that the Imperials are handing out billions of solidi in bribes. They want to take over the Naval base here. And the government is still publicly calling anyone with Imperial sympathies a traitor. The point is, it would be too dangerous to flout the law. I could not in good conscience ask anyone to do that. I would not risk my own family, so I could hardly ask anyone else to take such a risk.”

Roxie tried not to allow the desperation to show in her voice. “Sir, is there anyone, anyone you know who could get me out of here and help me hide and get to a ship to another planet, either independent or even… Imperial. I can work hard. I can do whatever is required.” Roxie spoke quietly, and glanced around as she spoke, in case she was overheard.

“Roxana, things have changed. Through no fault of yours, I know. But you cannot alter what’s happened. Neither can I. Your life has changed now, and you have to accept your new reality. If you want to live, then learn, and adapt to it.”

Close to tears, Roxie saw her last slim hope slipping away from her. “Mr Bolventor, it’s horrible here. It’s awful. Awful. They make us…sometimes… the customers….” Close to tears, she could not complete the sentence.

“Roxana, I think we have exhausted this line of conversation. I’m afraid I cannot add anything to what I have already said.”

That’s it, thought Roxana. It’s a dead end. Bolventor began to stand. Her last link with her old life was about to leave.

Then he said, “Come with me. We will talk upstairs.” She walked with him towards the elevator. Should she hold his arm, as she had been taught? Yes, she decided. Perhaps he intended to speak to her privately, to discuss his plans in secret. Whatever his intentions now, in public she must behave like a pleasure slave.

Upstairs in the bedroom, Bolventor closed the door. At last he was alone with her. She was very beautiful; breathtaking, he thought. 

Am I an evil man? Bolventor wondered. I hope not. But I am a man. And I will help the girl. I will give her the help which is appropriate. The help which is possible.

He cupped her face in his hands, and drew her gently towards him. Her eyes opened wide in confusion. “Relax,” he said. “It’s all right.” Her lips were full and her perfume filled his lungs. He slid his hands down to her shoulders. Her skin was soft and silky smooth. He loosened the fastener which kept her dress closed.

Nothing was holding up the dress now, Roxie thought, except Bolventor himself as he held her. He stepped back and allowed the dress to slide down. She caught it just in time, before her breasts were exposed.

“No,” said Bolventor. “Let it fall.”

“Sir… underneath I’m… I’ve got nothing on.…” It was not her fault, Roxie thought. Petra made them all dress like that.

“Even so,” said Bolventor. It was not a request, Roxie realised. She let the dress fall, and shyly covered her breasts with one arm and her intimate parts with the other.

“No, put your hands down,” said Bolventor. “I want to see you.” He stood looking at Roxie, drinking in the sight. Her fair hair hung down to her shoulders, parted in the centre so that it framed her beautiful face, with her wide round eyes.  The perfect hemispheres of her breasts were firm, full but not overlarge. Her waist was slim and her hips curved beautifully.

When she was a teacher, Bolventor thought, I knew she was beautiful, but I never imagined she would be as lovely as this. If she had been born in servitude she would not be in this place. She would have been the concubine of a wealthy man.

Roxana was blushing hotly. It was charming, Bolventor thought. Unable to meet his eyes, she stared at the opposite wall. He reached out and stroked her breasts and squeezed them. “It must be difficult for you,” he said. “Were you a virgin when they….arrested you?”

“Yes, sir,” she whispered.

Bolventor traced her brand. “Rose Garden,” he said, quietly.

“Yes, sir,” she said again.

Then he stroked her labia. “Oh!” she whispered. Roxie was moist, he noticed. It was not that she was truly aroused. It was the effect of the injection, the contraceptive. She closed her eyes, blushing more intensely. Bolventor took her tightly by the upper arm and said, “Come here,” and led her to the bed.

Later, they talked. Bolventor was more relaxed. “Why do some of the girls here address me as ‘master,’ but others say ‘sir’? ” he asked Roxie.

“We can choose,” she replied. “We are told that either is acceptable. It depends on the girl, and the wishes of the gentleman.”

“Then I think it is better that you address me as ‘master.’ Several of the other girls do.”

“Yes, master.”

“I meant what I said, earlier. You must adapt to your new life. Your old life is over now.”

“Yes, master.”

“That does not mean that I will leave you here, forgotten.  Naturally I will help you. I will visit you when the opportunity arises. Whenever I come, I will help you. Financially, I mean. I know the girls here like tips.”

“Thank you, master.” She kissed him gently on the cheek. “Thank you.”

“Kiss me again,” he said. “No, not there. Lower down. Right down.”

“Yes, master.”

“Have they taught you what to do, precisely? I imagine they would.”

Roxie hesitated, and then said “Yes, master,” mortified.

“Good. Show me what you have learned.”

Roxie slid down the bed and began kissing his manhood. 

When Bolventor finally stood to dress, Roxie knelt in obeisance. True to his word, Bolventor did indeed give her a tip. It was five solidi.


16: RIDING HIGH

He bore the suffering of others with commendable fortitude.

Trisagius

“Gentlemen, if you would like to come with me, I will show you to your table.” Roxana curtsied as she addressed the customers she had been sent to call, but Artur Thrux and his friends showed no sign of moving. Thrux merely looked at Roxie, grinning.

It was very important to be deferential to Mr Thrux. Roxie was courteous to all the gentlemen, naturally, but she was especially attentive to Mr Thrux. He had chosen her several times on his visits to the Maidens in recent weeks. Roxie learned that when he took her upstairs he liked her to lie with her knees bent and her ankles raised, holding her ankles in her hands. It was a very tiring position to hold for any length of time, but it was much better than incurring his displeasure. She always did her very best to please him. Recently he had not been particularly cruel to her, although she sensed his mood could change at any moment.

Now, Roxie blushed beneath Thrux’s gaze. She was uncertain what to say or do next.

“What exactly is the Entertainment tonight?” he eventually demanded.

“It’s the Saddle, master. One of the new girls is being put in the Saddle,” Roxana explained.

“What’s the girl’s name?”

“Ana, master.” Thrux’s grin broadened and he glanced at his friends, as if sharing a joke.

The four youths stood. “Show us the table then, girl,” said Danielz, sharply slapping Roxie’s buttocks.

“Oh! Yes, master,” replied Roxie. A number of gentlemen at the Maidens had slapped her buttocks before. Her rump was well rounded. It seemed to invite such attention. She showed the four gentlemen to Table 1.

The sturdy device known as the Saddle was already in place on the small stage. It had a wide, heavy base, necessary to prevent it from falling over. The Saddle with its rider would otherwise be top heavy. The base supported a sturdy upright carbonite post about five feet high. At the top of the post, about three feet long and two feet wide, was the Saddle itself, a padded cylinder covered in deep red leather. It looked like a small barrel on its side, fixed at about chest height above the stage.

It differed from any real saddle in one particular respect: halfway along its length, just where the rider would sit, protruded a phallus which pointed straight upwards. It was substantially longer and thicker than any real manhood. It was almost a foot high. It was red and shiny with a pattern of silver lines around its head. A thick electric cable ran from the base of the pillar, across the stage towards the bar.  Evidently the Saddle was ready to be ridden.

Roxie felt desperately sorry for Ana. She wondered whether the thickness of the cable was an indication of the strength of the current which would be used.

But Ronika had lied to Roxie. It was not Ana who was going to be put on the Saddle. It was Roxana herself.

Less than five minutes later Roxana found herself standing on the little stage, behind the Saddle, wearing only a small sheet of thin white cloth. The cloth was wrapped around her and tucked in behind her back, covering her from her breasts down to her thighs. 

Roxie’s neck and wrists were fastened in a stock. She also had a small brass ring strapped to each of her ankles. She had never seen the Saddle in use and she could not guess what these rings were for. A cloth pad filled her mouth. It was taped firmly in place. Roxie was looking, wide eyed, at the enormous phallus projecting out of the Saddle. She seemed unable to drag her eyes away from the monstrous device.

She was also concerned about her costume. The slightest movement could cause the cloth to untuck and fall down from her. Underneath it she was bare. With her wrists fastened in the stock, held firmly each side of her neck, she would be unable to retrieve it. Would Bowser replace the cloth if it fell off? The lounge was crowded with gentlemen waiting to be entertained. Roxie knew it would be mortifying if the cloth fell off, leaving her bare.

Roxie had no idea why she was to be put on the Saddle. She thought she had met her targets every week. 

Within seconds though, she had an answer to her other unspoken question, about the white sheet. Bowser simply reached out and tugged it so that it fell instantly away from her. The audience cheered. Roxie was exposed to their view with her wrists raised and her breasts lifted. She whimpered helplessly in protest. 

Bowser beckoned to Gumbo who was standing nearby. Gumbo understood. Roxie also saw and understood. Terrified, she saw Gumbo step forward. The Entertainment was about to begin.

Bowser stooped to take firm hold of Roxana’s left thigh while Gumbo held her right. Holding Roxana between them they each stepped onto a sturdy carbonite block, one each side of the Saddle, and lifted her up high, astride the Saddle. Taking care to position her properly over the phallus, they lowered her into place so that she was sitting upright on the Saddle. Gumbo was a little clumsy and lowered her rather too quickly, so that although the phallus was well lubricated, Roxie squawked in pain through her gag as her own weight pushed the unbending artificial manhood deep within her vagina. 

The moment Roxana was placed on the Saddle, Bowser slid an elasticated rope through the rings fixed to each of her ankles. The rope passed beneath the Saddle. Bowser gave it a sharp tug before tying the ends together, so that Roxana’s ankles were pulled tightly together underneath the barrel of the Saddle. She squawked again. She was perched on the Saddle and held immobile by her legs, which were wrapped tightly around it. 

Roxie was impaled on the phallus. It was thrust deep inside her and she felt her whole weight resting on it, although resting was hardly an adequate word. Roxie was uncomfortable. She squirmed in the Saddle and tried to relieve the pressure. It did not help. Nothing helped.

Bowser stepped back to survey his handiwork. Roxie’s long fair hair hung down in two kittentails. Her chin was raised by the stock so that her blushing face was lifted prettily. She sat bolt upright with her back perfectly straight in an effort to lessen the discomfort of the phallus. With her wrists in the stock and her back straight, her full round breasts were thrust pertly forward. A girl on the Saddle always sat perfectly straight, Bowser thought. It encouraged good posture. They never slouched. 

Roxie’s humiliation was heightened by a sense of vulnerability. She was elevated above the stage, with the bright lights focused on her. Everyone could see her, customers and slaves alike. Her physical discomfort was added to the torment. 

The crowd seemed to be enjoying themselves. Roxie made a pretty sight, impaled like a butterfly on display for their delectation. They murmured in genuine appreciation of Bowser’s handiwork and a polite ripple of applause filled the public lounge. 

Bowser gestured towards a table near the stage. Roxie looked nervously in the same direction. She could turn her head from side to side, but not up and down. 

It was then that Roxie saw Thrux sitting at the table. This is why I am here, she realised. He wanted it to be kept secret, as a joke. That’s why Ronika told me it would be Ana in the Saddle tonight. As if he could read her thoughts, Thrux grinned and raised his glass to Roxie. It was an ugly grin. Beside him, his friends were also laughing. Ronika arrived at their table, holding a small control pad.

A popular Atkoi tune with a rhythmic beat was playing and the coloured lights were pulsing in time to the music. Ronika turned a dial, increasing the volume a little. Then she turned another dial, and Roxie felt the Saddle begin to vibrate.

The whole Saddle was moving, bouncing up and down in time to the music, and the phallus was moving with it. At first, it was bearable. Then Ronika turned the dial a little further, which increased the speed of the Saddle. An appreciative murmur rippled through the crowd. Roxie’s breasts were bouncing now, as her whole body vibrated up and down. Mortified, she knew that the spectators were watching her breasts. Slowly the speed was turned up higher and still higher, until Roxie could bear the discomfort no longer. Though she did not know it, the dial was turned to eighty cycles a minute, which was nearly the maximum. It remained at this punishing level for almost a minute, until suddenly, to Roxie’s immense relief the speed was turned down low again. The vibration continued, but it was now a bearable forty cycles a minute.

But it did not remain bearable for long. Again, the tempo gradually increased to an unendurable level and again, after perhaps three minutes which felt to Roxie like ten times that, the tempo began to subside.

But this time Ronika had another surprise for Roxie. The Atkoi song was loud, lively and exciting. Just as it reached a crescendo, Ronika pressed a different button. Roxana felt a sudden bolt of excruciating pain shoot deep within her. She yelped and squealed audibly through the gag, jerked both her legs and twisted her hips from side to side. She arched her body back and then forward again in an attempt to escape the pain. It had been an electric shock, applied directly to Roxie through the exposed wires on the head of the phallus. Her breasts were thrust forward as she arched her back provocatively, and she continued to twist, wriggle, kick and yelp for several seconds until, sore, confused, and exhausted, she ceased to writhe. The Saddle was still vibrating, bouncing her slowly up and down. Roxie’s squeals gradually subsided into a series of prolonged whimpers.

“Looks as if she’s enjoying herself,” remarked one of the customers.

“Loving it,” grinned another.

“Yes, look at that,” said a third.

Ronika pressed the button a second time. Again Roxie jerked wildly, arched her back and wriggled her hips helplessly, all the while yelping and squealing through the gag. Only when at last she subsided, did she become aware of the hoots of laughter.

Dismayed, the former teacher saw Ronika hand the control panel to Thrux. His face was lit up with glee. If Roxie could have spoken she would have begged Thrux to take pity on her. As it was she could not even gesture with her hands. She tried to plead with her eyes for mercy but she saw only delight on his face. His three friends plainly shared his excitement and glee. 

Then for a while, Roxie could neither think not see, because she was squealing and yelping and twisting her hips and breasts and arching her back again and again. Thrux had pressed the button again. 

The Saddle was still vibrating. For a moment Roxie caught a glimpse of Thrux’s friends leaning across the table, each trying to grab the control panel and press the button and enjoy for himself the thrill of making their former teacher yelp and writhe in uncontrolled spasms. One or more of them must have succeeded in doing so. Dimly Roxie was aware that the music was louder now. The speed of the vibration had also increased. 

Thrux clutched the control panel, chortling with glee, his red face with its angry pimples glowing with excitement. He was looking from Roxie to the controls and back again. As the music reached another crescendo he must have pressed the shock button again and again, making her leap and yelp helplessly in time to the music. He was encouraged by the audience, who were clapping at the same tempo and hooting with delight.

Left to his own devices it would have taken Thrux some considerable time to tire of this simple sport, and Roxana would not have survived the evening. However, Mrs Knott had supplied Ronika with an override device which enabled her gradually to diminish and then entirely cut the power sent to the Saddle. When Ronika saw Roxie’s responses becoming progressively weaker, she put an end to Thrux’s sport altogether.

Thrux had paid a considerable sum to have Roxana put on the Saddle and he took it with ill grace when Ronika put an end to his entertainment, although he had been warned beforehand that it would be of limited duration. The music subsided and Roxie realised her ordeal was almost over. The audience applauded rapturously. Some chanted, “More!” More!” but Ronika was under strict instructions not to prolong Roxie’s torment. 

Mrs Knott was pleased. It would be a profitable evening. Aroused by the entertainment, the gentlemen would spend their money freely in the Maidens tonight. Ronika ascended the stage and waited for an opportunity to speak.

“Gentlemen…gentlemen… gentlemen, please….” The lounge quietened sufficiently for Ronika to continue. “Gentlemen, you have been watching Roxana. Roxie is quite new here at the Maidens of Nenuphar but we are very pleased with her progress. She is still a little shy,” (at this point there was some more laughter), “but she loves her work here. She can be very vocal. She squeaks a lot, as you can hear, and if you choose her you will find she likes you to enjoy the experience as much as she does. I am afraid she is already booked for this evening, but she is available from tomorrow. Her name is Roxie, and she is Number 33! This is the Maidens of Nenuphar, the Home of Live Entertainment! Gentlemen, please give a round of applause for … Roxie!”

The gentlemen and one or two ladies present did indeed applaud Roxie. She was lifted down and prodded to the front of the stage. Her legs were shaking and she felt weak. Then to her dismay she saw a face in the crowd she had not previously noticed: Mr Bolventor. 

Mr Bolventor was looking at her, and he must have seen the whole shameful performance. Instinctively she tried to cover her breasts and pudenda with her hands, forgetting in that moment that her hands were held firmly in the stock.

Bowser whispered to her, “Curtsey,” and Roxie dutifully did so. Ronika gave a signal for a bevy of girls to ascend the stage. The music began, and Carys, Honey, Nysha and Ana ran lightly up the steps to begin dancing, dressed in nothing more than very short split skirts and short bolero tops. 

Bowser said to Ronika, “Take her to the showers, then Room 16.” Ronika helped Roxie to stand upright.

Roxana wondered who had booked her. Usually after performing in an Entertainment, a girl was allowed to rest for the evening. “If you please, Mr Bowser,” she asked, “who has booked me? Is it Mr Bolventor?” She hoped it was Mr Bolventor. It would be humiliating, but at least he would be sympathetic.

“Bolventor? No,” said Bowser. “It’s Thrux.”

Mrs Knott had not recorded Roxana in the Saddle. It would not have been useful for blackmail purposes. She only recorded the rich and powerful.

But the manageress of the Maidens of Nenuphar was not as clever as she had imagined. Realistically she should never have expected to blackmail such powerful people successfully and escape the consequences. As it happened, those consequences would be worse, far worse, than either the manageress or anyone else could possibly have imagined. Though Mrs Knott would not be present to see it, the time was soon coming when war would rage across a thousand inhabited worlds, and Empires, Kzamates and Commonwealths would rise and fall as a consequence of Mrs Knott’s foolish plan.


17: OPEN ALL HOURS

Though this may be play to you

‘Tis Death to us.

Aesop’s Fables, 398

It was late, and a relatively quiet evening at the Maidens of Nenuphar. Amanda had been sent to serve drinks in the lounge. She had been there only a minute when she saw the man she knew simply as Mr Henderson sitting quietly and drinking a beer, watching the girls dancing on the stage. Bekka, Emily and Wendy made a pretty sight, scantily clad and gyrating to the music. 

Amanda still hated the sight of Henderson and her feelings must have shown. In a quiet moment, Aimee managed to whisper, “What’s the matter, Manda? You look awful.” 

“I’ve just seen that bastard at Table 4. His name’s Henderson. He’s the one who… who chose Honey.” Amanda found it hard to speak of what had happened. “He made us both… entertain him. Together, I mean.”

“Oh Manda, Manda, I’m so sorry.” Aimee squeezed Amanda’s arm and glanced in the direction of Table 4. An icy hand seemed to grip her heart and her voice turned cold. “I know that man. Yes, he is a bastard. But his name’s not Henderson. It’s Scamander. He’s a priest. It’s because of him I’m here.” She paused a moment. “He killed my family.” 

Amanda heard the cold hatred in her friend’s voice. She had not known that Aimee was capable of such deep loathing. “A priest? Aimee, are you sure? I was told he was a businessman. An Imperial.” 

“I don’t know. Maybe he is,” replied Aimee. “Maybe Scamander isn’t his real name. But it’s the same man. Definitely. Everyone on the Evening Star called him Archpriest Scamander. Or Reverend Father,” she added bitterly. “It’s definitely him. I’d never forget him. He made me… I was a virgin… he promised he’d save my family if I did what he wanted. But they were dead. They were dead already. Afterwards he… he gave me to the other men.…”

Amanda touched her friend’s arm. “Shh - Petra’s seen us.” Seeing the deputy manageress, Aimee composed herself, picked up the tray of drinks and hurried to Table 11 while Amanda went to collect some empty glasses. They were supposed to be working, not gossiping. 

But it was too late. Petra had seen them talking. The deputy manageresses of the Maidens, Petra and Ronika, were both former pleasure slaves themselves, women who had been successful in their day but by their thirties had been given supervisory roles. 

Both were grateful for the opportunity. Managerial opportunities for slaves, even junior ones, were rare. Most pleasure slaves, when their useful lives were over, were sent to one of the farms belonging to Akkadis Leisure, either for breeding or to live out their days as farm labourers. At least that was what they were told. None ever returned to the Maidens to describe first hand their new lives. There were rumours, though, which circulated among the girls. Some said that unwanted, useless slaves were simply destroyed, or sent to places like the Zoo or the Gilded Cage or the Arena, to entertain the crowds; or simply set free to starve, with no way to make a living and no right to draw the Citizen’s Allowance. As a consequence, both Petra and Ronika had every reason to perform their duties diligently and not to turn a blind eye to any shortcomings. 

“Go to the reception,” said Petra to Amanda.

“Yes, miss,” said Amanda and obeyed instantly. 

The reception was a large anteroom which customers passed through as they entered the Maidens. Amanda joined Leah, Carys, Ana and a dozen or so other girls. They sat in two rows in raised benches, in a brightly illuminated area behind a low partition. Gentlemen arriving at the Maidens entered through the reception and sometimes selected a girl from those waiting there. The girls were expected to wave at the gentlemen and smile and try to be chosen. The gentleman could ask for a girl by name or by number, if he so chose. Some men selected a girl in the reception and others proceeded straight into the lounge. As tonight was a quiet evening, Amanda hoped she would not be selected at all. 

Aimee fared worse. Petra said to her simply, “Go and dance. Take your top off. The place needs livening up.”

Aimee Pembroke felt the weight of fear pressing down in her stomach. She would have to dance topless with the hated Scamander sitting within easy sight of her. She unbuttoned her brief cropped top and hurried to the stage and ascended the three steps. She was wearing only a short, thigh length flared skirt, split on both sides. 

Petra signalled to the three pretty girls already on the stage that they could leave. Aimee would be dancing alone: alone, in her humiliation. 

The next song was a lively Atkoi tune. Aimee’s breasts were smallish and yet firm and conical. They did not bounce noticeably as she danced. She swayed rhythmically to the music. She stole a brief glance towards Table 4 and realised to her dismay that Henderson, or Scamander, was looking straight at her. She concentrated on her dancing. She was in enough trouble as it was, without Petra saying that her dancing was careless or slovenly. Aimee was terribly conscious that as she moved, Scamander or any of the gentlemen could see quite plainly that she wore nothing underneath her scanty skirt. 

And a worse fear gripped Aimee. Suppose Scamander booked her and took her upstairs? The thought brought back her worst memories of her nightmare voyage on the Vengeance is Mine, when she had been obliged to entertain Scamander, knowing what he had done to her family.

Aimee saw Scamander gesture to Mindi. Mindi hurried over to him, curtsied, and listened to his instructions. Then she hurried to Petra, to relay the message. With heavy heart, Aimee saw that Petra was coming to the stage.

“Go to Table 4,” said Petra. 

For the briefest moment the despair was visible on Aimee’s face. In that instant the real Aimee was visible. Then she forced herself to smile and curtsey and say, “Yes, miss.” Her pleasure slave mask had returned. 

The pretty blonde curtsied again when she reached Scamander’s table but seemed too terrified to speak. She stood straight, with one arm shyly covering her breasts.

Scamander looked at Aimee for a moment before speaking in the same arrogant, lazy, drawl which she remembered so well and loathed so utterly. “It appears that Bual is responsible for stocking every whorehouse in Akkadis,” he said. Bual had been the leader of the brigands who had attacked the Evening Star and sold the abducted women to the Rose Garden. “Put your arm down,” he added. 

Aimee complied, still dumbstruck. 

“The tune you are dancing to is a ‘tsittandi,” Scamander continued, “an Atkoi slave dance from Akylas. Traditionally, the slave girls there dance naked. It would therefore be appropriate for you to do likewise.” He paused. “Remove your skirt.”

Aimee curtsied and said, “Yes, sir,” very quietly and did as she was told. Scamander sipped his beer but did not immediately speak again. He simply watched the blushing girl. She stood very straight, with her feet together and her hands by her sides. She knew she must not try to cover herself. He had told her once already to keep her hands by her sides. Girls at the Maidens were under very clear instructions: it must never be necessary to tell them something twice. 

“I have forgotten your name. What is it?” Scamander said, after a few moments.

“Aimee, if it pleases you, sir.”

“Ah yes. You are wondering whether I intend to take you upstairs.” 

“Yes, sir,” she replied, her heart sinking. 

“It is not my usual practice to walk down the same road twice. Life is too short.”

“Yes sir,” Aimee replied. She did not know what else to say. She tried not to let her relief be too evident. 

“Fetch me another beer. Then you may go back to your dancing.”

“Yes, sir. Thank you, sir,” Aimee replied. She curtsied and hurried to the bar. 

Aimee had been told more than once that when she walked she wriggled her bottom in a very attractive way. It was neither deliberate, nor conscious. Now she hurried to the bar, entirely bare, trying harder than ever not to wriggle her bottom. She did not meet the eyes of the men looking at her. She was trying desperately not to draw attention to herself. 

It was an attempt doomed to fail. After taking Scamander his drink, Aimee ascended the stage again to continue dancing, still completely bare. Within minutes, one of the men - not Scamander, but another - had booked her and taken her upstairs.


18: PRIDE AND PREJUDICE

Though the first settlers on Akkadis were Atkoi, they now number less than ten percent of the population generally, dwelling mostly in sparsely populated rural areas and certain districts of Akkad City. They form an underclass and are poorly represented in universities, the professions and the Senate….

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

Honey, Leah, Carys, Mindi, Dahlia, Anthea and half a dozen other girls sat in two rows in the reception room of the Maidens of Nenuphar. Each wore a long, silky, pale blue dress, low cut and split up to her thigh, and a badge displaying her number. Each girl’s hair was worn in kittentails and each smiled sweetly at every customer who entered the building, and waved in the feminine way they had been taught. 

Some gentlemen would select a girl in the reception. Others would walk right through to the Lounge Bar. There was no shortage of choice at the Maidens. Every evening a different selection of girls would be on display in the reception, from which a gentleman might make his choice, like different delicacies waiting to be chosen at a buffet meal or an assortment of chocolates in a presentation box. 

It was a spacious room and the girls sat on cushioned benches behind a low partition or barrier. The seating area was brightly lit. The rear bench was raised on a platform and the new girls had all found that sitting there, they felt very exposed to the gaze of the gentlemen. The front bench was not elevated, but it was much closer to the partition and therefore nearer the gentlemen as they came to make their selection, which also made the girls feel vulnerable. The gentlemen never stepped over the partition. They looked, made their choice, and told the concierge. 

On this occasion Honey was sitting in the front row, between Mindi and Dahlia. It was eight o’clock and the Maidens was becoming busy. Two gentlemen entered the room and Honey’s heart began thumping in panic. She tried to keep a fixed smile in case the concierge, who on this occasion was Mr Bowser, saw her, but she dared not meet the gentlemen’s eyes. To her relief she realised that the first man had walked straight into the public lounge. 

Each side of her, Mindi and Dahlia waved and smiled cheerfully at the second gentlemen. They wanted to be chosen. For a brief instant Honey panicked as she realised that the man had glanced at her, but then he looked at Dahlia. 

Dahlia was a pretty girl, slim with dark hair. She was smiling and pressing her hands together in supplication, begging to be chosen. The man grinned and read the number on her badge. He turned to the concierge’s desk and Bowser called out Dahlia’s number. Her face lit up with delight and she hurried to the gap in the partition and thanked the man for choosing her. She held his arm affectionately and they walked together into the lounge bar and thence to the elevator.

But Honey’s relief was short lived. Moments later another gentleman entered the reception. She tried not to catch his eye, but she glanced at him and noticed his clothing, his hairstyle, his demeanour and even the smell of strange food on his clothes. She tried her best to contain her horror and revulsion. 

The man was an Atkoi.

Honey and the other Akkadisi girls who had arrived at the Maidens with her, had been shocked to learn that there were pleasure slaves who were expected to serve Atkoi men. Prostitution itself was disgusting; but with an Atkoi! It was darkly rumoured that some men who liked to experiment with variety sometimes consorted with Atkoi slave girls, but such men would be socially shunned if their conduct ever became known. And it was of course unknown for an oiku woman, a free woman, to have relations with an Atkoi man. It was simply not done. 

But in places like the Maidens of Nenuphar, it was done. Here, the rule of the market place applied. True, most Atkoi were poorly educated and very rarely had the money to spend at places like the Maidens. It was a luxury establishment, as Mrs Knott often told the girls. They were very fortunate to be there. But any Atkoi who could afford it and chose to visit the Maidens, would be made welcome. Their money was as good as any gentleman’s.

The Atkoi seemed in no hurry to proceed into the lounge. He looked at each girl in turn. Mindi smiled and waved at him. She had been born a slave, Honey knew. She had never known any self-respect. 

Then Honey realised that the Atkoi was looking at her. She was revolted, but then she realised something else. She knew this Atkoi. He was Musad. Musad, their gardener, before her family had been proscribed, before this horrible nightmare had begun. Musad, who had been dismissed for looking at her in an improper way. She had known at the time, a year ago, that he was looking at her and told her mother, and her parents had dismissed him immediately. Neither Michael nor Amanda could stomach the thought of an Atkoi looking at their daughter lecherously. But now he was looking at her again, and grinning, and no one was there to stop him. 

Musad looked at the number on her badge. It was thirty-seven. 

“Thirty-seven,” said Musad under his breath, as if committing the number to memory. He ignored Mindi, who was actually trying to attract his attention. He turned to the concierge’s desk. There was a pause. Then Bowser called out, “Thirty-seven,” in just the same way that he had called out Dahlia’s number, or any other number, as though it was entirely ordinary and natural to send a nice girl out to be debauched by an Atkoi man. 

Like an automaton, Honey stood and walked out of the enclosed area, towards the Atkoi, and curtsied. She curtsied to an Atkoi. Honey had never before realised that one day she would have to curtsey to an Atkoi. 

Amanda had been serving drinks when she saw Honey enter the room with the Atkoi. Sickened, she had struggled to keep hold of the tray of drinks. The Atkoi sent Honey to fetch him a drink. My daughter is fetching a drink for an Atkoi, thought Amanda. That is what we have become. 

Then Petra told Amanda to go to Table 24. 

The young man who had summoned Amanda glanced several times at her breasts. He seemed to like them. He seemed to want to talk, though. Some men did. As soon as she could politely turn around to see Honey, she did so. Her daughter was sitting at the table now, with the Atkoi. What was he doing with his hand? She could not see his hand because of a screen next to the table, but she saw the despair in Honey’s eyes. 

Then the Atkoi drained his drink and stood, and Amanda realised it was Musad. Honey stood too, and followed him towards the door leading to the lift. Amanda watched in horror as Honey disappeared from sight. My daughter is being taken upstairs to be undressed and fondled and ravished by a dirty Atkoi gardener and I am simply watching, she thought. I can do nothing to put a stop to it and nobody else will stop it.

“I’m talking to you. Are you bored?” For the first time Amanda realised that she had been looking away while the young man or boy who had summoned her was talking. This youth was perhaps eighteen or nineteen, an age group sometimes more likely than older men to take offence and make a complaint. Amanda could not afford to have a complaint made against her. No girl at the Maidens could.

“Oh sir, I do apologise. Truly, I am sorry.” Amanda could think fast, and she could be very charming, but she had no idea of how much of this fool’s conversation she had missed. “Sir, do please forgive me. I was distracted. It won’t happen again.” She touched his hand fleetingly, as though by accident. Then she remembered what he had been talking about. “Aircar racing! It looks so exciting! I would love to ride in an aircar! But you must have nerves of steel! It looks terribly dangerous, when they fly under the bars.” 

Mollified a little, the youth took a sip of his drink, and then reached out and stroked her breast. Amanda closed her eyes as if in ecstasy and softly murmured “Oh!” and held his cupped hand to her breast. 

“Let’s go upstairs,” he said, standing.

“Oh, yes sir!” said Amanda latching on to his arm. “Yes, please!” 

On the morning after she had been hired by Musad, Honeysuckle’s breasts were injected with biosilicon gel. 

Mrs Carno had first made the suggestion when she was inspecting the new slave girls. It was not that there was anything wrong with the natural size and shape of Honey’s breasts. They were indeed quite lovely. They were not large but they were firm enough, conical and pointed. Mrs Carno had merely wondered aloud whether some gentlemen might prefer Honey and Amanda’s breasts to appear more similar in size and shape. It might make sense to market them as a matching pair to any gentleman who wanted a Nenuphar Sandwich.  

But a suggestion from Mrs Carno had almost the force of law at the Maidens of Nenuphar, and Mrs Knott felt it would be diplomatic to act on the idea. Honey was therefore sent to the medical room to endure Dr Nargal’s fondling, kneading, stretching and injecting, much as Amanda had endured the same treatment a month or more earlier. At Mrs Knott’s suggestion, the doctor injected two hundred millilitres of gel into each of her breasts. Honey’s breasts were now full and thrusting, although not quite as large as her mother’s.

Three days later, Honey was sent to Table 21. It was six o’clock and the Maidens was still fairly quiet. Like all the girls at the Maidens that evening, Honey was wearing a cropped waistcoat and short flared skirt which showed off her figure beautifully. To her surprise she found Alicia Carno and Jak Zadkine sitting together at the private alcove table. 

Alicia was Mrs Carno’s daughter. Until half a year ago, Honey had been at school with Alicia and her friend Jak. That seemed like a different life now, a different world. Now Honeysuckle was a slave and Mrs Carno was her mistress.

“Come here, girl,” said Alicia, leaning back in her chair. “Jak, this is the little surprise I was telling you about. Honeysuckle, you remember Jak, don’t you?”

“Yes, miss. Good evening, miss. Good evening, sir,” replied Honey, curtseying politely to each of them in turn. She could hardly forget Jakob Zadkine. She was taken aback by seeing him now, and mortified that he should see her here, serving in a pleasure house. 

Jak had made her life a misery at high school with his endless unwanted advances. He had begun politely enough, inviting her out, but his manner had gradually become more menacing. Alicia had wanted Jak for herself and she had become bitterly jealous, and directed her spite against Honey. Alicia was popular. She and her circle of friends had persecuted Honey until even some of the teachers realised that it had gone too far. Even Tom had been persecuted by Alicia and Jak’s hangers on. But the Carno family was very influential and it had been Honey and Tom who were expected to change schools, rather than Alicia and Jak.

This evening, Alicia was dressed smartly and expensively. She would in fact have been quite pretty, had it not been for her tendency to wear too much make up, and for the sulky expression usually on her face. 

But she was not sulking now. She seemed quite pleased with herself.

“Jak and I are engaged. We are going to be married,” said Alicia, waiting for a response. 

“Congratulations, miss. Congratulations, sir,” said Honey. Honey realised that Alicia was taunting her. Perhaps she even imagined that Honey would be jealous. 

Jak would certainly have preferred to marry Honeysuckle if the Alba family had not been proscribed. Honey was more attractive than Alicia and also a nicer person, a fact that even Jak could see. The Albas had also been quite well to do. The Zadkines considered themselves an important family and Jak was expected and indeed wanted to marry a bride of equivalent wealth and social standing. But Honey had not wanted him, and it was too late now. Despite her obvious beauty Honey was now entirely worthless for the purpose of marriage. 

Alicia would do perfectly well instead, though. Jak did not care about the source of the Carnos’ wealth, only its quantity. Mrs Carno had promised Jak and Alicia a generous dowry. 

Honey, as a rival, was already destroyed. But Alicia, insecure as she was, had not yet finished with Honey. “Do you enjoy being a pleasure slave here, Honey?” asked Alicia.

“Yes, miss.” Honey blushed, but she knew she was on dangerous ground.

“Have you been working hard?”

“Yes, miss,” said Honey, blushing deeper. She was mortified both by the topic of conversation and by having Jak and Alicia scrutinising her and discussing her. 

“I hope you have. There is no place for slackers in Akkadis Leisure. We expect you to pull your weight. You must not expect special treatment, merely because of your acquaintance with my family. And stand straight and curtsey when you address me.”

“Yes, miss,” Honey stood straighter still and curtsied again.

“You are a pretty little thing, aren’t you, girl? Jak, do you think she’s pretty?”

“Yes, yes, quite.” He replied, before he realised where the conversation was leading. 

“But you don’t still fancy her, do you Jak?”

“Oh no. No, of course not.”

“Not even a little bit?” Alicia persisted.

“A pleasure slave in a brothel? Of course not.” He spoke thoughtlessly, not intending to hurt Honey, but the insult stung all the more for being unintended. 

Alicia looked at Honey and smiled triumphantly. She had proved her point. “Take off your top, Honey,” she said bluntly. 

Honey saw the hardness in Alicia’s eyes and she was afraid. She unbuttoned her waistcoat. Beneath it, she was entirely bare. Her breasts were now full, firm hemispheres which jutted proudly forward. They still ached from the gel implants.

Mortified, she felt Jak’s eyes on her breasts. He said nothing. He merely stared.

“What do you think of her breasts, Jak?” asked Alicia.

“They’re…quite nice,” he replied cautiously.

“I think they’re rather vulgar. They look sluttish,” said Alicia, “but I suppose for a girl like this they’re all right. I expect some men like girls to look like that.” 

Alicia paused for a moment, appearing to consider. Then she said, “You know what, Jak? I think she ought to have her nipples pierced. Like those girls at the Arena. What do you think, Jak? With breasts like that, I’m sure she’d love the chance show them off more.”

Jak agreed with his fiancée. Honey wanted to protest, but did not dare interrupt. Alicia said, “Very well then, Honeysuckle. Report to Mrs Knott tomorrow, to have your nipples pierced. Tell her I sent you. And if you’re good, I’ll buy you a pair of nipple rings, pretty silver ones with pendants, like earrings. Your customers will like that. Until then you’ll have to have plain rings.”

And so the matter was settled. 

Then Alicia said, “Now, take off your skirt, too.” Alicia knew quite well that the girls at the Maidens served naked beneath their skirts or dresses.

Honey froze. She was ashamed to disrobe completely in front of Jak, but terrified to disobey a direct command. “Miss, please…” she said.

“I’m waiting,” said Alicia. To Jak she added, “I’m afraid she never was overly bright.” 

Close to tears, Honey released the clasp which kept the wraparound skirt fastened shut. To have these two people who had once been her enemies but her social equals, scrutinising her now as a naked slave, was worse than having to undress before men who were complete strangers. 

She stood for their inspection, straight and bare, with her toes and heels together and her arms at her sides. Mortified, she felt Jak’s eyes inspecting every inch of her body. They lingered on her mons, plucked and smooth. She looked straight ahead, not meeting their eyes. She felt dizzy with shame.

Alicia smiled. “What do you think, Jak? If she wasn’t a whore, would you still find her attractive?” Again Alicia watched Honey as she spoke, to see the sting of her words take effect. 

Jak said, “Well yes, I suppose in that sense, yes, she is attractive.”

“Oh Jak, you are disgusting!” laughed Alicia in mock horror, placing the emphasis on the final word. “Jak, did you know that she goes with Atkoi? Atkoi! It’s disgusting!” Alicia pretended to shudder in horror. She paused for a moment before continuing. “And he must have enjoyed himself because he gave her a tip. A tip, from an Atkoi!” To Honey, she said, “That’s right, isn’t it, girl? He gave you a tip! How much did he give you?” 

“Yes, miss. Half a solidus, miss.” Honey spoke quietly. She realised that Alicia must already know the answer to her question. 

And then the realisation struck Honey: Alicia had herself arranged the incident with Musad. She had given him the money, or arranged for someone to give it to him, on the understanding that he took it to the Maidens and hired Honey.

Alicia snorted in pretended derision and amusement. “Half a solidus! Oh Jak, you can’t really think a girl like that is attractive, surely?”

“Well no, I suppose not.” Jak was just sufficiently intelligent to realise that he was being manipulated. 

“Jak dear,” said Alicia, turning and holding his hand affectionately. “Jak, I’ve got another little surprise for you. It’s here, on Wednesday night. You remember that horrible creature I told you about? The thing called Gumbo, that my mother insists on keeping here?”

“Gumbo? Oh, yes. What’s the surprise?”

“Oh Jak, if I told you that, it wouldn’t be a surprise any more, would it? Wait and see. Now watch this.” Alicia turned to Honey. Again the hardness returned to her voice and she said, “Go to the stage, girl. I want you to dance for us. No, leave the dress. You can dance naked. You want the gentlemen to see your breasts, don’t you?”

“Yes, miss,” said Honey. She curtsied again and hurried to obey. 

Jak and Alicia both enjoyed watching Honeysuckle dance, though for entirely different reasons: Alicia, to humiliate her imagined rival and demonstrate her power over her, and Jak out of lust, pure and simple. 

Jak Zadkine had wanted Honey since he had first seen her at school, but she had never allowed him so much as to touch her. Now he was watching her dance naked for him and she was as desirable as he had imagined. He would come back to the Maidens later, without Alicia, and this time Honey would do everything he wanted. No one would tell Alicia. 

Later, Honey spoke to Amanda about her fears for the following Wednesday. Mother and daughter both came to same conclusion. Alicia must have arranged for Musad to hire Honey. He must have been given the money. But Alicia was planning a further surprise for Wednesday, for Entertainment Night. It involved Gumbo and it must involve Honey somehow. Given the magnitude of Alicia’s spite, it might include a flogging. As Gumbo was involved, it would almost certainly conclude with the creature being allowed to publicly ravish Honey, for the amusement of the crowd. 

Amanda would have done anything to save her daughter from being defiled in such a way, but she could think of no way to avoid it.

Then she had an idea, a plan. It was not a terribly good plan. It was risky and it might not work, but it was better than no plan at all.


19: CRIME OF PASSION

Abaddon Virus: Very few diseases of extra-terrestrial origin are harmful to humankind; their molecular structure is simply too different from ours. The worst exception to this rule is the highly adaptive Abaddon Virus, often known as Toad Virus. Its symptoms begin with a sore throat, dizziness and vomiting, resulting eventually in death in fifty per cent of cases. 

Family Medical Encyclopaedia (Cornubium University Press: Nenuphar, 2991)

Amanda woke early. She had hardly slept. It would be three hours before Petra or Ronika roused the sleeping girls. She crept out of the low ceilinged dormitory and along the corridor. No one would stop her. She did not intend leaving the top floor of the building. She carried a small bottle of oil, the type of oil which the girls at the Maidens used to massage their gentleman customers, and a toothbrush and toothpaste. She was bathed and perfumed. Her golden hair was arranged in kittentails and she was prepared as if for the most particular of gentlemen. She was wearing a tee shirt and short blue skirt of the type with which all the Maidens were issued, to wear in their off duty hours. She moved silently. If her plan was discovered it might land both Amanda and her daughter in terrible, terrible trouble. At the very least they could expect a flogging.

Amanda crept into Gumbo’s tiny room. She was immediately struck by the foul, pungent air. There was no window. There was an extractor fan but Gumbo never used it and no one else had ever switched it on for him. Gumbo was left largely to his own devices. He did his work, which was anything that required hard physical labour but little or no intelligence, and he was allowed to eat in the kitchen, but no personal interest had ever been shown in him.

Amanda controlled her revulsion at the smell. She paused a moment. Perhaps she would acclimatise to it after a short while. 

She knew that Gumbo’s condition was not contagious. It was rumoured that he was the offspring of a breeding slave, a woman who had been infected with Toad Virus while pregnant. No one knew why the baby had not simply been aborted, or destroyed at birth. For some reason Mrs Carno had taken responsibility for him and sent him to the Maidens to be fed and housed. Perhaps despite what Amanda had thought, Mrs Carno’s charitable work was not entirely for the sake of appearances. 

Whether or not Gumbo’s appearance was really caused by Toad Virus, it was certainly repellent. His own mother could not have looked at him without revulsion, Amanda thought. His skin had not formed properly. It looked red and raw. His lips were not properly formed and his wide mouth sloped down at both sides, giving him a fishlike appearance. The effect was enhanced by his lack of a chin. From below his mouth, his skin sloped directly to his neck. He had only two small holes where his nose should have been, and his ears were like two tiny folds of flesh. Amanda had never been this close to him, and found the experience shocking. His head was small, and he had only tiny wisps of thin dark hair. His arms were unnaturally short and his clawlike hands each had only a thumb and two webbed fingers. Physically, he was strong. His legs were shorter than normal, but his penis was of enormous size. When erect, it was more than ten inches long, and unusually thick. 

The girls of the Maidens all feared Gumbo. They feared his repulsive appearance. They feared that they would be given to him for an hour for his pleasure and perhaps to entertain the crowd on a Wednesday night, if their work was not satisfactory. They feared his enormous manhood and the fact that he was able to satisfy his lust in front of a laughing, jeering crowd. The cruel joke of fortune which had left him so horribly deformed had mercifully spared him any sense of shame. To Akkadis Leisure, Gumbo was an asset. Perhaps that was the real reason Mrs Carno tolerated him, Amanda thought. 

This is going to be horrible, Amanda thought. Disgusting and horrible. But I will do it. For Honey, I will do it. 

She knelt down next to Gumbo on the dirty mat which covered the floor and very gently stroked his head. “Gumbo, sir, its Manda. It’s me, Manda.” She whispered. His eyes were open, but he was perfectly still. Does he sleep with his eyes open? she wondered. Is that physically possible? No, he was looking at her, awake but silent. Amanda could not fathom what thoughts, if any, passed through his mind. “Sir, it’s me, Amanda,” she repeated. 

Gumbo was fully dressed. He seldom if ever removed his clothes. Bowser had tried to force him to have a bath once, but Gumbo had become violent and eventually Bowser had given up. It did not matter greatly. Mrs Knott made certain that the customers did not meet Gumbo in person. They only ever saw him if he was assisting on an Entertainment Night. 

Gumbo was aching from some painful bruises at the moment. He had had a fight with Bowser two days earlier. After an evening’s work was finished, Bowser would sometimes enter the girls’ dormitory and select a girl for his own disportment. He often chose new girls, recent acquisitions at the Maidens. On the night before last he had entered the dormitory and ordered Amanda, Honey, Roxie, Ana, Nysha, Clara, Aimee, Carys, Leah and Bekka to remove their clothes and stand at the end of their sleeping mats. After scrutinising each one, he had selected Bekka and ordered her to follow him, still entirely bare.

In the corridor outside they had seen Gumbo, who was usually asleep by this time. Bekka squealed and covered herself with her hands as best she could, but Gumbo had already seen her. He grabbed hold of her. Bowser angrily pushed him away. 

Gumbo was genuinely surprised and shocked. “Gumbo want girl!” he said, trying again to grab her. Bekka screamed and backed away, cowering behind Bowser.

“You can’t have her, you ruttocking freak,” said Bowser. Bekka wriggled away and cowered behind Bowser. She did not want to be taken to Bowser’s room, certainly; but anything would be better than being given to Gumbo.

“Gumbo want girl,” said Gumbo. “Pretty girl.”

“Don’t you understand, you ruttocking freak? You can’t have her. Now get out of my way.”

“Pretty girl. Pretty, pretty girl. Gumbo want!” Gumbo was angry now. He usually accepted his lot in life. He seldom had ideas, but when a thought did occur to him it tended to persist. “Pretty girl. Gumbo want now!” The shouting and Bekka’s hysterical screaming had woken the deputy manageresses. Only Mrs Knott, in her quarters on a lower floor, remained unaware of the commotion. The simplest solution for Bowser would have been to let Gumbo have Bekka, and choose another girl for himself. This was what Bekka, and her sister Leah who was by now watching the incident, were chiefly afraid of. But Bowser did not want to back down in front of so many witnesses, not even slaves. 

The ensuing fight was brief but violent. Gumbo was probably as strong as Bowser, but Bowser was by far the more intelligent fighter. Gumbo relied on his anger and brute force, flailing his fists wildly and striking several blows on Bowser’s face and body. Bowser dodged, punched, kicked, and headbutted. Gumbo, overcome by anger and lacking the intelligence to understand that it was a fight he could not win, fought until Bowser kicked away his feet, stamped on his throat and kicked his head against a wall. 

Bowser turned to the pleasure slaves. “Stop that damned noise. Get back to bed. Not you, girl, you’re coming with me,” he said, propelling Bekka forcefully along the corridor. 

The girls hurriedly obeyed. It was a dangerous thing, to irritate Bowser when he was already angry. Leah lay awake fearfully, awaiting her sister’s return. Bowser was angry. Would he direct his anger at Bekka?

Now, two days later, Gumbo was still stiff and sore. What emotional pain he felt, and how much of the incident he could remember, Amanda could not tell. She gently stroked his head again and quietly said, “Hello Gumbo. It’s me, Manda. I’ve come to visit you.” Then very gently she kissed him on what would have been his lips if his face had been normal. Amanda suppressed a shudder. Then she kissed him again. She wondered whether he had sufficient physical sensation in his skin to enjoy such contact. 

Then, to her surprise, he put his hand around one of her kittentails and stroked it. “Pretty. Pretty, yellow,” he said. 

“Yes. Manda is pretty. I like you, Gumbo. Manda likes you.” She began to unbutton his shirt. She would not undress herself, not yet. It would be important not to let Gumbo become too excited, too soon. She wanted to retain at least some control over the situation. Beneath Gumbo’s dirty shirt was another layer which had perhaps once been an undershirt.

“Gumbo is very handsome. Gumbo is strong. Manda likes Gumbo,” Amanda said. She managed to remove both of his upper garments. Layers of loose dead skin stuck to the undershirt as she peeled it off. She poured on some oil and gently began rubbing it in.

Gumbo closed his eyes ecstatically. “Nice,” he said. “Nice.” Then he said, “Gumbo likes Manda.” Amanda’s heart leapt. He could remember her name, at least for a short time. It was a start. 

With this encouragement, Amanda began the next stage of her seduction of the diseased creature. She began kissing him softly on his chest and gently tickling his skin with her tongue. Very slowly she moved her face down towards his waist. She unbuttoned his trousers and tried to take his manhood in her mouth. 

She hesitated a moment, gagging on the musty odour, but she swallowed her bile and forced herself to continue, for Honey’s sake.  She tried to keep eye contact with Gumbo as she had been taught, even while her head was bobbing up and down, until Gumbo closed his eyes in ecstasy.

Over the following two hours Amanda managed to undress Gumbo completely and massage him, before he insisted on coition. She had hoped to delay that moment a little longer, until she had managed to coax him into the shower. There was a shower cubicle in his room. Amanda doubted whether he knew how to use it on his own. But Gumbo had become insistent and Amanda had acceded to his wishes. To make him angry now would not only be dangerous but would also ruin any hope of her plan working. 

Again Amanda fought the impulse to gag on his fetid breath and wished she had been able to brush his teeth. It was while Gumbo was on top of her, his face inches from hers and furiously convulsing in ecstasy, that she realised something about his face. It was a parody of a human face, similar but different. It was a face which an alien might have drawn if it was an intelligent creature but had only once ever seen a human being. But there was something about the features which looked familiar, reminiscent somehow of a normal person she had met or seen. But who? 

With a satisfied grunt, Gumbo finished. For a while he lay still. Then he began squeezing her breasts and nibbling her nipples again. Amanda tried not to look at his facial features. She closed her eyes and whimpered joyfully, as if enjoying his attentions. 

Alicia. The thought came to her suddenly, unbidden. That was who Gumbo reminded her of. Alicia Carno. Mrs Carno’s daughter. It was his eyes. It was definitely something about his eyes. Immediately she dismissed the thought. It was not possible. It was simply her imagination, surely. She looked at his eyes again. No, it was definitely there, in his eyes. And yet he did not look anything like Mrs Carno herself. And his hair was darker than either Alicia’s or her mother’s. 

But now was not the time to be distracted. Amanda had a task to perform.

This was the first time that a woman had shown Gumbo kindness. He had never before enjoyed intimate relations with a willing woman. When a girl required disciplining, she was sometimes given to Gumbo for his amusement and to entertain the spectators, but Gumbo knew they hated to go with him. After he used a girl on the stage, the customers would not want that girl, not for days afterwards. 

Gumbo did not know how long he had been at the Maidens. His sense of time and its passing was vague. He did not know where he had come from, nor was he curious to know. 

He allowed Amanda to lead him to the shower and wash him. It was not unpleasant. Afterwards, she dried him. More dead skin peeled off. She rubbed in more oil. It was soothing. Gumbo liked the oil. Amanda knelt and kissed his manhood once more, slowly, lovingly. She used the skills she had learned from Michael and at the Maidens and showed Gumbo delights he had hardly imagined. 

“Manda loves Gumbo,” she said. “Be nice to Manda. Be nice to Honey, too,” she added. “Be kind to Manda. Manda loves you. Be kind to Honey. Honey is my daughter. Honey is Manda’s little girl. Manda loves Gumbo.” Amanda spoke slowly. She kept her message simple and repeated it often. It was a message which contained a promise. She would visit Gumbo again, Amanda said. 

Eventually Gumbo gave the response she had hoped for. “Gumbo love Manda. Manda nice.”

“Thank you, Gumbo. Thank you, my dearest. And Honey is nice, too. Remember, Gumbo, be nice to Honey. Never hurt Honey. Be nice to Honey. Don’t do bad things to Honey.” She kissed him again, lovingly.

Before she left, Amanda made Gumbo promise. He repeated the words, but did he understand them? And if he understood, would he remember them? She would have to remind him. She would keep reminding him. She affectionately kissed Gumbo goodbye and hugged him, and listened at the door before opening it quietly and creeping back to bed. No one had seen her. She wanted to shower again, but it would have to wait. 

Two evenings later, Amanda visited Gumbo again to reinforce her message, and this time someone did see her. It was Wendy. Wendy told her friend Mindi, who was Amanda’s only enemy among the girls of the Maidens. Mindi was a spiteful young woman who never lost an opportunity to ingratiate herself with Mrs Knott and her deputies.


PART IV: In the seraglio of the Kzam

20: WELCOME TO MY WORLD

Two hundred and eighty-five light years from Akkadis, at the court of the Kzam of All the Atkoi on Ziandakush, Kyra Welbeck and Millicent Roche were about to be presented to His Dread Lordship, the Great Kzam Rurik the Third.

A few short months earlier, Kyra had been a bride-to-be, happily voyaging to Nenuphar to join her future husband, and Millie had been emigrating with her parents. Now they were kneeling fearfully before the throne of a barbarian tyrant with their foreheads pressed to the floor. They were pressed close together as if for safety in this strange, alien place. In their bright clothes they formed a tiny huddle of colour on the grey floor of the huge chamber. 

Both girls were terrified. They had not dared so much as to look at the Kzam, but they knew of his brutal reputation and they understood that they were to be given to him as gifts.

The court of the Great Kzam was a bustle of activity. The Kzam’s fortieth birthday celebrations were approaching and ambassadors and officials were converging on Ziandakush, the capital world of the Kzamate, many bringing gifts and all wanting something. 

A delegation from Athabasca Bis had arrived, petitioning for land taxes to be reduced. It was unlikely to be successful. The Kzam required all the revenues he could muster to keep the Kzamate ready for a major war, and Athabasca was not in a position to negotiate any special arrangement. 

A special envoy from the Empire, an Archpriest named Scamander, was due to meet the Kzam for a private conference. Military officers were much in evidence, as they always were since Rurik had seized Ziandakush and made his capital here, ten years earlier. Governors, legislators and civil servants hurried from one meeting to the next. The large hall known as the Throne Room teemed with those supplicants who had been allowed within its doors. Outside, in the courtyard open to all visitors, many more waited.

These visitors could only imagine what lay beyond the government buildings and departments of state, beyond even the private quarters of the Kzam himself, behind the impenetrably high walls of the seraglio. To attempt to scale those walls would have meant certain impalement, both for the intruder and for any of the Kzam’s concubines or slave girls who willingly associated with him.

There was one dignitary in particular who had not been required to wait especially long before being ushered into the presence of the Kzam. Rurik was interested in what the ambassador from Akkadis had to say. Relations with Akkadis were of particular interest to the Kzam.

Akkadis was a fiercely independent world, though it was wedged uncomfortably between two powerful neighbours: the Empire and the Kzamate. It was located in a strategically vital region of space. It lay directly between the Kzamate and several important Imperial planets, most notably Tolon, the only known viable source of the precious metal cinerium, essential for faster than light space travel. Some considered this a blessing, a strategic advantage to be exploited. Others said it was a misfortune, since it encouraged its powerful and covetous neighbours to meddle in Akkadisi politics. Whoever controlled Tolon controlled the Empire, it was said; and Akkadis was the back door to Tolon.

Rurik’s title was Great Kzam of All the Atkoi. This was no longer merely a boast or an ambition. It was fact. In the past few years he had, by a combination of force and diplomacy, united all the tribes of the Atkoi and brought many more planets under his control. 

Before Rurik, the term ‘Atkoi’ had merely been a generic term for the many peoples and tribes of many planets, the descendants of those refugees who had fled Nizami rule before the Empire was founded. They were united by their Arian faith, but they were not a single sovereign nation.

Then, ten years earlier, Rurik’s forces had seized Ziandakush and proclaimed him the Great Kzam. He had executed a few of its leaders and deposed others, but his treatment of conquered peoples was considered lenient by Atkoi standards. He was ruthless, but not spiteful or vindictive. If he was brutal, it was to achieve some purpose. On Ziandakush, he had left many officials in their positions, if he found them to be efficient and honest. He encouraged them to think of themselves all as Atkoi, as one people. 

He had shown a degree of mercy to conquered worlds which was unusual in Atkoi history, and the policy had rewarded him. Many of his enemies had surrendered, knowing that they would be treated with humanity; but those who resisted his conquest, or who accepted his terms but later betrayed him, were punished brutally. 

Now the process of integrating their different legal systems had begun. Already Rurik had reorganised the entire structure of Atkoi government. Instead of hereditary tribal lords or Kzams, most of the senior officials were now appointed on merit. Many of the old ruling class disapproved, but the new officials, locals Kzams and planetary governors or satraps, were at least loyal. They owed their positions to Rurik alone. He had also resurrected the old title of Ikzam, or regional governor. Rurik, his supporters claimed, had brought an end to the Dark Ages of the Atkoi. The Golden Age had begun.

Rurik had also turned his attention to building up his armed forces to the point where they would be ready to face their greatest enemy yet. The Kzamate had only one rival left, one competitor in human inhabited space: the Empire. Soon, Rurik knew, soon they would be ready to face the Empire. The Kzamate was smaller than the Empire, but it spent all of its surplus wealth on its military strength. The Empire was a country with a navy; the Kzamate was a navy with a country.

But first the Great Kzam would have to reach some kind of understanding with the Commonwealth of Akkadis, governed by its corrupt Oligarchy. 

It was the Akkadisi Ambassador who had brought the gift of two matching slave girls to present to the Kzam. Both were fair haired, eighteen standard years of age and strikingly beautiful. No doubt the pair would be inducted into the seraglio as novices and trained to become concubines. They knelt now, conscious of many eyes upon them and glad of their modest attire. They each wore a long skirt with a patang beneath it, and a bodice, and a colourful tunic and headscarf. They each had their hair arranged in the two plaits usual among unmarried Atkoi women.

The ambassador made a lengthy speech in the dialect of Inglic which was spoken on Akkadis. Kyra understood most of the words but little of the topics being discussed. It was translated into an Atkoi dialect. Eventually the Kzam replied, and summoned the girls forward.

Timidly, Kyra and Millie obeyed. The crowd of officials and diplomats murmured their approval when the girls raised their heads and crawled forward towards the throne as they had been coached to do.

Their modest dress could not hide their beauty. They had probably been the two most beautiful of all the young women seized when the interstellar passenger liner, the Evening Star, was boarded and plundered. Kyra was from Coromandel, an independent world, and Millie was an Imperial citizen from Stormhaven. They were both fair haired, with similar attractive, slender figures. Both were well educated. Both were, of course, virgins. The Commonwealth of Akkadis was hardly likely to insult the Kzam with soiled goods.

For the first time, Kyra and Millie saw the man who now owned them. They already knew of his reputation for ruthless cruelty. All Atkoi were cruel, Kyra thought. That was what everyone said. Perhaps their harsh existence forced them to be so. But the Kzam, as an absolute ruler who had forced all the tribes to accept his rule, must be the most ruthless. He seemed friendly towards the ambassador. He glanced briefly at each of the girls, but he seemed cold and dispassionate and they felt more afraid still of what their futures might hold.

The Kzam was not as uninterested in the new arrivals as he pretended, but he did not want to appear overly impressed by the gifts. Nevertheless he thanked the ambassador graciously, and a eunuch appeared to lead the girls away.

Kyra and Millie were conducted through various rooms and corridors until they reached a large wooden arched doorway with a tiny hatch cut into it at the bottom. They were ordered to crawl through the hatch on their knees. It was a symbolic gesture. This was how slaves entered the seraglio of the Great Kzam. 

They emerged into a large room filled with empty carbonite crates stacked against one wall. This was the room where deliveries were brought in. It was known as the Eunuchs’ Gate.

A middle aged slave woman took charge of the girls here. She said her name was Laetitia, and she seemed friendly. Laetitia led them to another room, where they were told to wait. They waited a long time, and the waiting only aggravated their fear.

They guessed it must have been mid-afternoon before the door opened and Laetitia returned and whispered to them urgently, “The Klang Arak is coming. You must make obeisance.”

There was no time ask who the Klang Arak was, because at that moment, quite the ugliest man they had ever seen entered the room. Kyra and Millie knelt as they had done for the Kzam, until they were told to stand.

The Klang Arak was in fact not truly a man but a eunuch, in the service of the Kzam. His manner suggested that he was used to being obeyed, at least by the girls in his charge. He must have weighed as much as three ordinary men put together, thought Kyra. His clothes must have been made especially for him. 

Since love of a woman was a door forever closed to Narciso, a love of food had replaced it. Some fat men appear kind and genial, but Narciso merely looked cruel. The fatness of his cheeks narrowed his eyes. Like all Atkoi eunuchs his head was entirely shaven except for a small patch at the back which was allowed to grow into a queue, perhaps a foot long and thickly waxed to hold it together. His clothes were brightly coloured, and from a belt around his enormous waist hung a kourbash, a stiff whip of bull hide, three feet long with an elaborately carved bone handle. It was an inch thick at the handle, narrowing to a long slender tip. 

The girls had seen such a whip before, at the slave market on Akkadis known as the Rose Garden. They knew what it could do to a woman’s flesh. The eunuch looked very strong. Kyra and Millie immediately decided they would try their very best to make certain they never felt his kourbash.

The Klang Arak explained that he was the Head Keeper of the Slaves, the chief eunuch of the seraglio. They must obey him and all of his eunuchs at all times. Any of his eunuchs, even the youngest apprentices who were no more than ten years of age, had the authority to discipline any of the girls for any infraction or offence, real or imagined. The orders of even the most junior apprentice carried the same weight as if issued by the Klang Arak himself.

Kyra and Millie had entered the seraglio on their knees, as slaves. They were unlikely ever to set foot beyond its walls again. If a kzam died leaving sons who eventually established their own households, the mothers of those young men would be allowed to join their sons. More rarely, the Kzam might occasionally choose to give one of his concubines, perhaps a favourite he had grown bored with, to a friend, an official, a military officer, or anyone he wished to reward, either in concubinage or marriage. 

But most of the girls would remain forever within the seraglio, even in death. There was a graveyard beside the seraglio chapel where most concubines were buried. As a particular honour, a favourite concubine might be laid to rest at the feet of her master. The wives of a kzam, being of vastly higher status than mere slave girls, were usually interred beside their husband in his vault. 

They should forget their old lives and their old families. They would never see them again. The seraglio was their family now. Like any family, it offered love, kindness and security, but it required loyalty in return. They could lead happy, fulfilled lives if they accepted their fate and tried hard to learn what was required of them. Since their fate was beyond their control, he most strongly recommended that they accept their new reality. 

The Klang Arak ordered them to undress. They understood that he was a eunuch but they still felt mortified as he examined them each in turn. He removed a small book from a pocket and made some notes.

Finally he explained that there was one unpleasant formality that for their own sakes would be dealt with immediately. They were going to be branded.


21: THE THINGS WE DO FOR LOVE

States, like men, have their growth, their manhood, their decrepitude, their decay.

Walter Savage Landor

Kyra and Millie exchanged a glance. This was the moment that both had feared most. Their friends, the other young women who were abducted from the Evening Star, had been branded and sold like animals, either to private buyers to be concubines or personal slaves, or worse still sold to brothels to become pleasure slaves. Kyra and Millie had not been branded at the Rose Garden but they had guessed that they would not be spared forever. The terrible moment had only been postponed.

They were taken along a corridor to a room containing a large bath of hot soapy water, and ordered to step into it. They knew there would be no purpose in pointing out that they had each been thoroughly bathed before being brought to court. After a lengthy soak, the woman was satisfied and ordered them to emerge and dry themselves. 

“Follow me,” she said. “No. Leave the towels here.” Their clothes had already been removed; now they also had to relinquish the towels they had been clutching. They were led to an adjacent room where a rather old, senior eunuch glanced at them and ordered Millie to lie on a low, stout bench. He was assisted by younger eunuch, an apprentice.

Millie knew quite well what was going to happen next, but she obeyed automatically, as if in a trance. “Wait there,” said the older eunuch to Kyra, while the apprentice bound Millie to the bench so firmly that the girl could hardly move a muscle.

The apprentice began pumping a pair of bellows. Millie and Kyra could see the handle of a branding iron protruding from the tiny open door of a small cast iron furnace. They saw some sparks fly out of the furnace. After some little while they saw the apprentice put on a pair of thick leather gloves.

Millie managed to remain quiet until she saw the apprentice remove the brightly glowing iron from the furnace, holding it firmly in his gauntleted hands. Kyra watched in horror, barely able to stifle her own screams when she saw Millie branded.

Millie screamed and writhed beneath the iron. It was applied a little below her waist, to the right of her mons. As on Akkadis and most worlds, this was the usual site. The iron was withdrawn, but Millie did not stop screaming. The apprentice poured on cold water, released the straps and gave Millie a rag dripping with water, to press to the wound. He lifted her off the bench and helped her to the side of the room where she collapsed, still screaming and wriggling, pressing the cold wet cloth to her new mark.

The eunuch looked at Kyra. It was her turn now, she knew. Disobedience was not an option in this place. Kyra decided to be as compliant as possible, and try not to scream. 

As if reading her thoughts, the younger eunuch said, “You lie on bench. He very quick. Soon it not hurt.” She nodded, not daring to speak, and stepped to the bench, lay on her back and positioned her wrists, ankles and hips just as Millie had done. She wished she had been chosen to be first; then the worst would now have been over.

The bench was shaped with a sunken area to receive her hips. The eunuch fastened the straps around her wrists, neck, stomach, hips, legs, and ankles, pulling each strap to tighten it very firmly, except for the neck strap. The purpose of the procedure was to mark the Kzam’s property, not to strangle her. Kyra was held in place firmly and snugly.

“Good girl,” said the apprentice reassuringly, although he appeared to be several years younger than Kyra herself. She watched in dismay as the older eunuch carefully withdrew the iron from the furnace once more and held it ready to press into Kyra’s firmly held flesh. Kyra, who until now had been trying very hard to remain calm, tried to squirm away. She could not help herself.

“Lie still,” said the eunuch. Kyra did so, and in that instant a blast of pain beyond her worst imagining overwhelmed her. Only much later was she aware of screaming and squirming. She was not truly even aware of the apprentice pouring on the cold water or unstrapping her. Eventually her screams gave way to wails, and she realised that Millie, too, was still crying. They hugged each other for support.

Later, Kyra felt a strange relief. She had known ever since she had arrived at the Rose Garden that she was going to be branded, but she also knew that a slave was hardly ever branded a second time, even if she changed hands. Multiple brands were considered both unsightly and pointless. The purpose of the brand was primarily to mark her as a slave, not to identify her owner. A tattoo or microchip would serve that purpose, if it was thought necessary. She had been intelligent enough to anticipate the ordeal and fear it, but brave enough to control her fear. Now the relief combined with the pain in a wave of emotion which flooded over her.

Both girls looked down at their brands. They were identical, a device which had for centuries been used to mark the personal property of the Kzams of Ziandakush: an upright bar, like a capital letter I, with a smaller circle superimposed upon it. This device was known as the ‘bar and circle’. The bar was an inch and a half high, and it broadened into a serif at top and bottom. The circle was about an inch in diameter. Kyra realised the eunuch had marked her skilfully and swiftly. He had, in his way, been considerate. 

The older eunuch, named Bastinak, looked at each mark. Millie’s was clear and sharp. The boy Irtuk was learning fast. Bastinak had marked Kyra himself. She was too valuable for the apprentice to practise on. The new girls were crying now, but soon they would understand and appreciate the honour which had been done them. They each bore the personal mark of the Great Kzam.

The following morning, Kyra and Millie were summoned to the private apartments of the Kzam’s senior wife, the Kzama Radmilla. 

They were shown in by a maid. They entered shyly, but they need not have been afraid. The Kzama smiled understandingly when she heard their voices, still hoarse from screaming the day before. The pain would soon disappear, she said. 

It was a great honour to bear the Kzam’s personal mark, the Kzama explained. It represented a type of fastener, the clasp of a slave girdle, the silk rope used to fasten a patang. At one time, every slave would have had such a clasp. The clasps were rare now, but the badge remained. It had been used for centuries by the Kzams of Ziandakush when they had ruled here, and was now used by the Great Kzam of All the Atkoi. All of his slaves bore this mark. It meant that the Kzam would always look after them, feed them, clothe them, house them, protect them, and protect their honour, (which in these troubled times was very important, she remarked). If they were ill, his own doctors, lady doctors of course, would treat them. If they were suffering incurably, they would be destroyed quickly and painlessly. 

The Kzam, or more precisely his slaves, would teach them everything they needed to know to have a successful career and a happy life in the seraglio. For their part, they must serve him to the best of their ability for all the days of their lives. 

They were no ordinary slaves. They were to be trained as odalisques, concubines of the Great Kzam. If they were chosen to bear him a child, the child would have a wonderful life. He or she would receive the best education possible. If a girl, she would be found a husband who was powerful, wealthy and of high rank. No daughter of the Kzam would ever be a slave or concubine herself. And if the child were a boy, he and his mother would enjoy high status and a privileged position in the seraglio. She would never have to worry about anything. All she had to do was learn to please the Kzam. 

Being slaves did not mean that they were not important. The Kzam would one day lead the Atkoi into the Empire itself, to free it from the effete Prendergast regime. He would unite all humanity in a new, peaceful civilisation and begin the coming Golden Age. Kyra and Millie were among the most fortunate women on any world. They had a place in history, a destiny, to serve the Great Kzam in person.

They would begin their new lives in the seraglio as novices. They would be trained in the many arts and feminine accomplishments which the Kzam expected of his concubines. They would in time have the opportunity to be formally presented to their master and to dance for him. Their training would be very thorough and no girl would be presented until the Klang Arak and the Kzama both considered her ready. The Kzam liked the company of intelligent women who could hold an interesting conversation and were skilled in dancing, singing, and playing a musical instrument, and who were graceful and charming too. Mere physical beauty was necessary, but not in itself a sufficient qualification.

After they were presented to the Kzam, the most fortunate girls might be chosen to walk the Golden Path. This was the most important step in an odalisque’s career. It was also the name of the corridor which led to the Kzam’s bedchamber. If she was pleasing to the Kzam, the happy concubine would be elevated to the second rank. Some, who became favourites or who bore their master a son, would in time be raised to higher status still. 

Radmilla ordered the girls to undress and slowly turn around. They both had perfectly smooth, silky skin, and beautifully contoured figures. Their brands were fresh and raw but would heal well. Embarrassed by the close scrutiny they nevertheless cooperated fully, and gratefully dressed again when the Kzama so ordered. She spoke to the two girls for a while. Millie was lovely, she decided, and would make an excellent concubine. She would probably rise to the second or third rank within the next ten years. 

Kyra was different. She had something special. Her beauty was quite exceptional, even in the seraglio, but there was something more. Her intelligent, vivacious nature would charm even the Kzam, who was used to the attention of lovely women. A girl such as this might conceivably even rise to the exclusive rank of Ankh-il-Wath, the Preferred Concubine of the Seraglio, if Radmilla was not careful. At the moment the position was vacant, but the Kzam could appoint one of his concubines whenever he chose.

Radmilla would have to decide what to do with Kyra. If the girl could be controlled, she might be extremely useful. Her beauty would make her enemies in the seraglio, but the Kzama would protect her, so long as that suited her plans. At the moment Kyra seemed sweet and pliant, but there might come a moment when she realised that she could wield power. She might try to influence the Kzam for her own purposes. Radmilla could not allow that to happen. She would do whatever was necessary to prevent it happening. 

The Kzama Radmilla Agostina Otheris at Otheris was vivacious, self-assured, charming and highly intelligent, and she recognised those qualities in a potential rival. Kyra thought the Kzama was beautiful, despite her almost forty years. She had dark blonde hair, with lighter highlights. She attended the seraglio beautician every week, and maintained her figure with regular exercise in the seraglio gymnasium, although as the Kzama she was not obliged to do so.

Rurik and Radmilla had married young. Radmilla was not from a powerful family. They had married for love, it was said. She was his boyhood sweetheart, his first love. Heaven had smiled upon their union and she had been blessed with two sons, Ozim and Ozart. Of course, bitter quarrels sometimes divided Radmilla and Rurik, but no more than were inevitable in such a long marriage.

There were no secrets in the seraglio. Information, or more precisely gossip, was a commodity which the bored women cherished and traded. It was said that Radmilla could be cruel and vengeful to anyone who crossed her. Perhaps Ozim, known for his cruelty, had inherited this vicious streak from her. But Radmilla was also kind and helpful and friendly to those who knew their place, and that included Kyra and Millie.

The Kzama was the first person in authority in the seraglio who had spoken kindly to Kyra, and Kyra was grateful for that. She soon found that she wanted to please Radmilla. In fact many of the girls learned to look upon the Kzama almost as a surrogate mother. She gave them advice. When they were unhappy she took time to encourage them. Sometimes if a girl was in trouble Radmilla would intercede on her behalf with a eunuch or even the Klang Arak. Several of the girls had been spared a caning because Radmilla had spoken up for them. Over the years, others had been spared from being sent to the Reliquary, where unwanted concubines were sent when they outlived their usefulness. On rare occasions Radmilla might even speak to the Kzam to recommend that a girl be elevated to a higher rank, with all the privileges that entailed, although the final decision in such matters always rested with the Kzam himself. Radmilla was popular and respected by the girls. 

Nevertheless they were also aware that she could with equal ease destroy a girl’s career and ruin her life. A kzama could be quite as ruthless as a kzam.

The law of the Kzamate did not place any particular limit on the number of wives a man might have. In the earliest years of Atkoi settlement, a man who could support several women and produce more offspring was encouraged to do so. The Atkoi had settled their worlds before they were geoengineered, and life was harsh, brutal, and often short. Within a few generations they had reverted to barbarism. The tribes fought each other for productive land, and often killed the defeated men and enslaved the younger women and girls. The strongest tribes survived, as did the fittest individuals and families within each tribe. A seraglio became a badge of social status. Powerful men often had several wives, perhaps the daughters of friends and allies. Typically they also kept slave girls as concubines. 

By the time of Rurik III, most men had only one wife. Marriage was, after all, expensive and a slave was more affordable and certainly less demanding than an extra wife. But for a sovereign ruler, a large seraglio was considered a necessary expense. Like a nation’s flag or seat of government, it was a symbol of national pride and dignity.

Within the seraglio dwelt over three hundred concubines, some like Kyra and Millicent as yet untrained and others who had been in the seraglio for years, trained and prepared for their one purpose and destiny, which was to serve their lord and master, the Kzam. More than forty eunuchs also lived there, kept to guard, manage, train and discipline the slave girls. 

As well as the Kzam and his children, the Kzam’s eight legal wives also lived in the seraglio. Their status and position was of course immeasurably higher than that of the concubines, who were mere slaves. 

Radmilla was the Kzam’s senior and eldest wife. Only she bore the title ‘Kzama.’ 

Athanasia, the ill-tempered and self-absorbed daughter of the Emperor, was the youngest. The Emperor Aethelstan IV had given his daughter in marriage to the Kzam, supposedly to cement an alliance between the Empire and Kzamate and guarantee peace. In fact it was an act of appeasement which had earned the Emperor only contempt. 

The other six wives were daughters of high ranking Atkoi lords. The Kzam had in turn given several of his daughters in marriage to his leading subjects.

To accommodate all of these there was a maze of buildings in a variety of styles and different tastes, which had been built or altered over the centuries by different bored Kzams and designed by different ambitious architects. There were dormitories, kitchens, dining halls, bathrooms, training rooms and classrooms, store rooms, music rooms, and apartments for the Kzam’s wives and even for some of his favourite concubines. There was a library, a sanatorium, a telescreen theatre and a chapel. This was of course, an Arian chapel. The Kzam, like all Arians, considered the monophysite faith a heresy. There were swimming pools and sports fields for running, volleyball, thunderball, badminton and netball. The Kzam liked his girls to be kept fit and healthy. There were gardens, large and small, with lawns, fountains, streams, summerhouses, trees, an artificial hill and a lake with an island on it. There were cloistered courtyards, arched gateways, towers and even a ziggurat, which had no apparent purpose other than as a memorial to the favourite concubine of an earlier Kzam.

This entire complex covered an area of little over one hundred acres. It would have been dwarfed by the Emperor’s palace on Nenuphar (a fact with Princess Athanasia had drawn to the attention of the Kzam, the Kzama, and the Kzam’s other wives on more than one occasion) but it was entirely sufficient to the needs of the Kzam. Interestingly, Rurik had not extended or added any buildings to this complex in the ten years since he had seized them. His ambitions were more outward looking. 

Kyra and Millie were reassured by the kzama’s kind words, although they were still fearful. They also felt the constant sting of their new brands, but in time that pain would recede. Later, Kyra would feel a sense of outrage that her body had been marked as the property of someone else, but eventually even that anger would give way to acceptance, an acceptance that she was owned, that she legally belonged to a man. But that would take time, and many months of training.

But never in the months to follow did Kyra imagine the cataclysmic events which would soon be unleashed across the known galaxy. Nor could anyone have foreseen that a slave girl from Coromandel would be pivotal in the outcome of those events.


22: WHAT’S A GIRL TO DO?

Arianism: The teaching of the prophet Milos (qv) and his successor Tiodor (qv) breathed new life into the ancient teachings of Arius of Alexandria (qv). Tiodor denounced what he considered was the corruption and heresy of the Holy Orthodox Church. The bitterly fought crusades which inevitably followed, established Arianism as the major religion on the Atkoi worlds and sowed the seeds of the mistrust between Arians and monophysites which has existed ever since.

New Galactic Encyclopaedia (Infopress: Nenuphar)

“Up!” intoned the eunuch’s imperious voice. “Down…Up…Down!” he repeated, pausing between each command.

“Up!” and sixteen pairs of shapely legs straightened in perfect unison, and sixteen pairs of feminine hands were clasped behind sixteen slender necks. “Down!” and sixteen pairs of hands were pressed to the floor. “Up!” and the legs were straightened once more, though each and every one was burning with the strain of the exercises. Sixteen shapely pairs of breasts thrust proudly forward, rising and falling as the girls panted for breath, and sixteen hearts were beating fast. “Down!” and sixteen ponytails bobbed and sank together in perfect unison.

“Up! Down! Up… and still!” Kyra, Millicent and the other novices, gasping for breath, were relieved that this part of their morning routine was now finished. 

The eunuch who was exercising the girls was not the Klang Arak himself. In a large seraglio such duties were naturally delegated. A subordinate of the Klang Arak named Baltazaro was responsible for the education and training of the novices.

The girls stood perfectly still and straight on a line marked on the floor of their training room. Each wore the skimpy close fitting blue shorts and white cropped top which was the prescribed livery for morning exercises in the seraglio of the Kzam of All the Atkoi. Their costumes displayed the novices’ slim waists, pert breasts, rounded buttocks and smooth legs to perfect effect. They were expected to be presentable at all times. Neither the girls nor Baltazaro himself knew when the Kzam might choose to wander around the grounds of his seraglio and happen to catch sight of them. They were, without exception, beautiful.

Baltazaro had some routine announcements to make. Kyra clamped her jaws tightly shift to suppress a yawn. The pretty blonde was tired. 

A day in the seraglio began early, especially for the novices. The first bell sounded at five to six. Like many planets, Ziandakush kept to a twenty-four hour clock based on that of Old Earth, although the hours were fractionally shorter. This gave the girls five minutes to roll up their sleeping mats, dress and run to the training room. At six o’clock precisely Baltazaro would blow his whistle. Any girl who entered the room after that was considered late.

Baltazaro usually carried a cane tucked under his arm. He used it frequently on his novices in the first year of their training. If a girl was late for lining up or if he caught a girl talking in the dormitory after ‘lights out’ when they were supposed to be silent or if her dress was not immaculately clean and ironed, she would feel Baltazaro’s cane. He required his girls to be presentable at all times. They should dress and conduct themselves at all times as if they knew the Kzam himself was watching them. There were a thousand and one infractions which they might commit, but Baltazaro was good at his job, and he was patient, and he used his cane to good effect.

When Baltazaro snapped, ‘Palms!’ the girl so addressed would jump into position with her legs straight and her toes and heels together, her elbows bent and her hands extended palms up, waiting for the one or two strokes of his cane on each hand which inevitably followed. Afterwards she would curtsey and thank him. When he snapped, ‘Bend!’ his terrified and perhaps already bare victim would bend down to touch her toes, with her legs straight, to receive the cane across her buttocks or the back of her thighs. And worse still, when Baltazaro snapped ‘Neck!’ the unhappy girl so addressed would jump into position, standing straight, with her palms behind her neck and her elbows stretched out, presenting her breasts for the painful cut of the rattan. 

Such discipline was not an everyday occurrence. It did not need to be. The mere fact that it might occasionally be applied was a sufficiently instructive deterrent to slovenliness and other bad habits, so that after a year under Baltazaro’s tutelage the novices were invariably obedient, courteous, diligent and dutiful.

Concubines of the second and higher ranks were punished more rarely, and the Kzam’s wives and daughters would of course never feel the cane. In the event of some misconduct or failing on their part, the Kzama would discreetly speak to the lady concerned. Almost always the required improvement would be forthcoming. If not, one of the eunuchs might apply a paddle or some lesser sanction, but always in private. 

Without rules, Baltazaro knew, chaos would follow. Every girl addressed every eunuch as ‘akzam,’ or ‘master,’ although only the Kzam was her true master. Every girl addressed each of the Kzam’s eight wives as ‘ma’am.’ They even addressed the concubines of the fourth or fifth ranks, and of course their instructresses, as ‘ma’am.’ They addressed the concubines of the third rank as ‘miss’.

The sixteen beautiful novices stood in perfect silence, lined up in order of height, while Baltazaro inspected them. They were pink with exertion and still panting. He was satisfied.

Baltazaro’s interest in the girls was of course entirely professional, rather than personal. It could not be otherwise. He had been gelded at a young age and sold to the previous Kzam but one, to be trained for his current occupation. He was aware that the girls were beautiful, and that pleased him as a man might be pleased by the beauty of a landcar which he maintains in pristine condition by his own skill and effort, or by the beauty of his garden or his collection of paintings or books or ancient coins, but it could never be a sexual interest.

Baltazaro could not remember his surname or even his original given name. He did not even know which planet he had been born on. He vaguely remembered that he had once had parents and siblings, and he remembered a long journey on an interstellar vessel. He did not think his parents had been with him on that journey. He did not know whether he had been kidnapped or whether his parents had for some reason been obliged to sell him. It no longer mattered. There had been a time when he had liked to imagine that he had been abducted from a rich and powerful family who would one day come to rescue him. But that had been in his youth, before Baltazaro had risen to his present position.

When he was first brought to Ziandakush, Baltazaro had lived on a farm, doing manual work. Then he had been gelded and sold. Both his manhood and his testes had been removed. He had cried at the time, naturally, but he no longer felt any sense of loss. He certainly did not blame the Kzam for his castration. He considered it his good fortune to have been bought by the Kzam’s agent and taken to the seraglio. That had all been many years ago, before the present Kzam had conquered Ziandakush and made it his capital. 

The seraglio was his home now. The Kzam appreciated and valued him. Rurik had even given Baltazaro a gift. It was a urethrum, a beautifully crafted gold tube through which he could urinate hygienically, standing up like a complete man. Without such a device, a eunuch had to sit to urinate, and his urine would splash untidily into the bowl. The urethrum was engraved with Baltazaro’s name. It was his most treasured possession, a constant reminder that his talents were appreciated.  Every day the two novices on duty, who were responsible for making Baltazaro’s morning tea, doing his laundry, cleaning his shoes, tidying his room and various other menial tasks, also had the task of cleaning and polishing his urethrum. 

Baltazaro had begun work as an apprentice, a eunuch of the lowest rank. His quick mind and hard work had impressed his superiors. Still not yet thirty years of age, he was now in charge of training each group of novices. His title was Assistant Deputy Head Keeper of the Kzam’s Slaves. Baltazaro knew he did his work well, and he was proud of it. His superiors respected his skill and judgment. He took ignorant, untrained peasant girls or the spoiled daughters of more prosperous families, and turned them into graceful charming beauties fit to serve and entertain a Kzam.

Secretly, Baltazaro aspired to the coveted position of Klang Arak, or Head Keeper. He was young enough to be ambitious, although he realised the present incumbent would probably continue in his post another ten years or more, and when the vacancy did arise, competition for it would be intense.

Behind the training room was a field which still carried the name of the Orangery, although the little orange orchard which gave it the name had long since disappeared, having been dug up and removed generations before. Now only the name remained. Baltazaro snapped an order, and the sixteen girls jumped lightly to attention and began walking briskly to the Orangery. A track was marked around the perimeter of the field. Baltazaro would run the girls for perhaps fifteen or twenty minutes and then have them do some sit ups. There was still half an hour of their exercise session remaining.

In the earlier days of their training, he had sometimes ordered them to kneel with their foreheads touching the ground for a whole hour. At first the pain had been unbearable, but as their muscles stretched and adapted, the girls found they could cope with it. On other days he sometimes had them use exercise machines. Now, four months into their training, the girls all had smooth, flat stomachs and firm, toned skin, legs and buttocks. 

At the end of the session Baltazaro gave the order to line up once more. Still pink and panting the girls were careful to stand perfectly straight. 

Baltazaro removed from his pocket the little notebook which he called the Black Book. The Black Book contained a list of names of those novices who had been reported for any kind of misconduct. Those who had been reported three times could expect to be disciplined. Baltazaro did not truly need to consult the Black Book. There was only one girl whose name currently appeared in it three times and he knew quite well whose name it was, but Baltazaro liked his rituals. Rituals were very effective.

The name was Millicent’s. Millie knew what would happen next, and her heart was heavy with fear.

Solemnly Baltazaro took the little book and slowly opened it. He paused for a few moments as though studying it thoughtfully. “Millicent” he said, and paused again. “Three demerits. Step forward.” Terrified, Millie took three steps forward and then stood, straight and perfectly still.

She had received the first demerit two months earlier. Daphne, the girl sitting beside her in a literature lesson, had whispered something to her. Millie and Daphne had each been given a demerit for the offence. Millie was equally to blame, the instructress had said, because Daphne would not have spoken to her unless she had known that Millie would reply.

The second demerit had been for being improperly dressed in a Scripture lesson. The instructress said that her dress was not properly ironed. Millie had felt that the instructress was being rather severe, but knew better than to question her teacher’s judgement. 

She had managed to remain on only two demerits for almost six weeks, but then there had been the incident in the dance lesson the day before. The instructress had left the room for a few moments and when she returned she discovered several girls talking. The entire group had received a demerit.

Millie knew what happened when a girl had received three demerits. 

“Remove your clothing,” ordered Baltazaro. 

“Yes, master,” whispered Millicent, removing and neatly folding her clothes. She bent her knees to place her clothes in a pile at her feet, and then resumed her position with her toes and heels together and her hands straight at her sides. Now was not the time to appear slovenly. The pretty blonde stood perfectly straight, with her shoulders back, wearing nothing except the ribbon which held her hair in a ponytail. Her small, firm breasts pointed proudly forward. 

“I appear to have left my cane behind,” said Baltazaro in a tone which suggested that he was mildly surprised by his own forgetfulness. “That is unfortunate,” he added. 

Baltazaro had not truly forgotten his rattan. He had left it behind on purpose. This little charade was all a part of the punishment.

“Go and fetch it,” said Baltazaro.


23: LOVE HURTS

The earliest buildings on the site of the Kzam’s seraglio on Ziandakush are said to date from the early 2400s, built by the architect Matthew Strobius, although little of his original work remains. The present complex represents a variety of architectural styles.…

Rochetti, D.A., Architectural Gems of the Atkoi Worlds. (Arcturus Publishing: Ziandakush, 2980)

Pink from exertion as well as embarrassment, Millie walked briskly back to the novices’ dormitory. She knew that sometimes the Senior Under Keeper of Slaves or even the Klang Arak himself walked around the grounds. Suppose one of them saw her! Suppose the Kzam himself saw her! Millie felt as if she would die of shame and fear. She uttered a silent prayer that she would not be seen by her master, or indeed by anyone. The Kzam did not usually walk about the grounds of the seraglio at this time of day. But the Klang Arak sometimes did. Millie feared the Klang Arak. Every girl in the seraglio feared him. 

If Baltazaro was severe, the Klang Arak was terrifying. This was not merely because he was both ugly and fat, although his appearance undoubtedly contributed to their fear. They considered him cruel, and quick to lose his temper. He had given the kourbash which always hung from his waist a name: Howler, and the girls feared Howler as they feared the Klang Arak himself.

It was widely rumoured in the seraglio that on one occasion, while punishing a young woman on the whipping frame for failing to curtsey to one of the apprentice eunuchs, he had lost his temper and thrashed her so hard and lengthily that she had died beneath his whip. This event, if it had happened at all, must have taken place many years earlier, but Narciso did nothing to dispel the rumours. 

He walked the corridors of the seraglio arrogantly and ponderously, his vast bulk waddling slowly forward, yet he was capable of rapid movement when he chose or when he lost his temper. The girls would step aside when he approached and curtsey and address him as ‘akzam’ and lower their eyes. It was important to lower their eyes. No slave girl in the seraglio of Rurik III wanted to be noticed by the Klang Arak for the wrong reason.

Narciso did not reply when the girls greeted him. They were slaves. He was the Klang Arak. He did not pretend to be a benevolent dictator. He did not seek to be liked. It was sufficient to the Klang Arak that he be feared. He was obsequious to the Kzam, polite to the Kzama and utterly terrifying to the girls in his charge. Only with his most senior deputies could be have been described as anything approaching friendly.

The Klang Arak was one of those officials who had retained his position when Ziandakush was captured. He took pride in his efficiency. All the eunuchs and all the female staff had defined duties and tasks, and each endeavoured to perform them well. Narciso had systems in place to monitor their performance, and procedures to reward and punish them as required. All the girls sought to learn the skills and hone the talents they would need to serve and please their master.

Narciso was the sixty-second known Klang Arak of the seraglio of the Kzams of Ziandakush. The position of Klang Arak had existed for many centuries. The names of its earliest incumbents were long since forgotten, but Narciso and his sixty-one most recent predecessors had their names carved on wooden panels in the eunuchs’ common room.

The Klang Arak, his deputies and even the most junior eunuchs down to the youngest apprentice no more than twelve years of age had the authority to discipline the girls, especially the novices. One of their most dreaded sanctions was to send the offender to find the Klang Arak, to ask if she could borrow Howler and bring it back to the eunuch she had offended. The punishment was twofold: not only the application of Howler, probably to her bare buttocks, by a eunuch who was determined to prove his worth by using all the strength at his disposal; but also the anticipation of having to interrupt the Klang Arak in whatever he was doing, and facing his anger.

Millie’s prayer was apparently answered. Neither the Kzam nor the Klang Arak nor his deputy caught sight of her on the way to Baltazaro’s room. She reached it without incident. Once inside, she was safe for a few moments. No one would catch her there. 

She found the cane easily. It was hanging on a hook. But Millie knew she must not keep Baltazaro waiting. She was in enough trouble already. She began to walk back briskly, quickly, through the dormitory and along the deserted corridor. Then in her anxiety to hurry, she made a mistake. She ran. It was against the rules, but she ran.

“Girl!” snapped a voice. 

Millie recognised the voice, and her heart sank. She stopped. She knew she could not ignore it. She turned and curtsied and said, “Good morning, miss.”

Lady Zonya Eva Otheris at Otheris swaggered slowly over to Millie, savouring the moment. She was eleven years old, the spoilt daughter of the Kzam by one of his senior concubines, an odalisque of the fifth rank. Her face radiated spite as it usually did, and on this occasion it was also lit up with pleasure. Zonya anticipated some fun.

“Precisely what do you think you are doing, girl?” demanded Zonya. She had learnt the arrogant, menacing tone and even the turn of phrase from some of the senior instructresses and eunuchs.

“Miss, I’m very sorry, please, Master Baltazaro sent me. I have to fetch his cane, miss.” She hoped that Zonya would understand her urgency and let her go.

But Zonya had no intention of letting Millie go. “You have to fetch his cane,” she repeated pompously. “I see you are a regular troublemaker. Give me the cane, girl.”

Millie curtsied and handed over the cane wordlessly. 

“Neck!” snapped Zonya. Millie obediently clasped her hands together behind her neck, as she had been taught to do in response to that command. She eyed the cane. She had seen her friend Karina caned across the breasts once by Ignatz, one of the apprentice eunuchs. It was a painful punishment, terribly painful. Millie hoped Zonya would not hit her that hard.

But Zonya did not cane Millie at all. Instead, still holding the handle of the cane in her hand, she placed its tip in Millie’s left nostril, slowly pushing upwards so that the novice had to raise her head as far as she could. 

“Stand still,” warned Zonya. “You are dirty. You smell. You were running indoors. You were parading around naked like a whore in an Akkadisi pleasure house.”

“Yes miss. I’m sorry, miss,” said Millie, who had no idea what an Akkadisi pleasure house was. Neither indeed did Zonya. She had heard one of her elder brothers use the expression and she liked it.

“Perhaps that is considered acceptable on whatever filthy oiku planet you come from,” continued Zonya. “But I will not tolerate it here.” Again, Zonya was using the tones and phrases she had learned from others.

“I’m very sorry, miss…. I’m very sorry, miss,” said Millie. In her terror she could think of nothing else to say.

“My father does not feed you and clothe you so you can parade about like a whore and run around indoors like you own the place.”

“No miss, I’m very sorry, miss. It won’t happen again, I promise.”

“Do you have a name, girl?” demanded the Kzam’s daughter.

“Yes, miss. Millicent, if you please, miss.”

“Millicent. I suggest, Millicent, that you buck up your ideas, unless you would like me to have a word with the Klang Arak. Would you like that, girl?”

“Oh no, please, miss. Please, no. Please, no. Please, no, I’m very sorry, miss.”

Zonya was bored with this entertainment and decided to finish it. “I will not warn you again, girl. If you so much as breathe out of place again, I will see to it that you make a very uncomfortable acquaintance with Howler. I will have Narciso thrash your butt until it’s a uniform shade of purple all over. Do you understand me quite clearly, girl?”

“Yes, miss. I understand, miss. Thank you, miss. Sorry, miss,” said Millie.

“I hope so. For your sake, I sincerely hope so.” 

Zonya was of course bluffing. The Klang Arak did not take orders from an eleven year old girl, even if she was the daughter of the Kzam. Nor would Zonya have dared to ask him. And she certainly would not have presumed to call him ‘Narciso’ to his face. But Millie had no intention of questioning Zonya’s authority. 

“Report for Obedience Training this afternoon,” said Zonya. “You may go. And take this,” she added, handing back the cane. “I imagine Master Baltazaro will require it to whip your hide.”

“Yes, miss. Thank you, miss,” replied Millie bobbing a deferential curtsey and grateful to escape so lightly. Obedience Training would mean circuits, and kneeling, but not the cane. Not unless Ignatz was in charge, or even Gilos. Those were the two most spiteful apprentice eunuchs.

If a girl was told to do ‘circuits,’ she was required to run around the Orangery track again and again until the eunuch in charge told her to stop. It was exhausting, but not actually painful unless she incurred further discipline by running too slowly. ‘Kneeling’ was worse. It meant that she would have to kneel upright on a stone floor, holding her arms out each side, parallel to the floor, with a glass full of water in each hand. She would not be allowed to lower her arms, bend them, or spill the water. At first it looked easy, Millie knew, but after a few minutes the weight of her own arms, not to mention the glasses, would become unbearable.

Millie hurried away at a brisk walk. She would not run inside the building again. Mercifully she managed to make her way back to Baltazaro without anyone else seeing or stopping her. She dismissed all thought of Obedience Training for the moment. Her imminent appointment with Baltazaro and his rattan drove all other thought from her mind.

Back at the Orangery, Millie handed Baltazaro the cane with both hands as she had been taught, curtsied and returned to her position in front of the other girls.

Baltazaro appeared mildly irritated. “When I send you fetch something, I don’t expect you to take all day. For sloth, one demerit,” he said, and then added, “Bend!”

Millie leaned forward and touched her toes without bending her knees. This, too, was something they had been taught and made to repeat at some length. She knew that what was going to come next would hurt. The cane was as thick as her middle finger and a little longer than her arm. It was not very flexible. Indeed, in was quite stiff, being made of a firm, solid rattan. It had been grown on Faraise, a high gravity world in the Satrapy of Chandos noted for its hard, solid wood and vegetation. Millie closed her eyes as she waited for the cane to descend, as though somehow that would make the pain more bearable.

It made a hissing sound as it sliced through the air and a sharp snap as it cut into the flesh of her buttocks. Millie’s face twisted in torment as the blast of burning pain enveloped her, but somehow she managed not to scream.

Baltazaro had warned the girls never to scream when they were caned. It was entirely unnecessary, he said. If therefore they did scream, they were being disobedient. They were also in effect pretending that the punishment was more painful than it really was. Pretending was a kind of lying. And by screaming they were implicitly criticising the decision of their eunuch. That amounted to arguing, or answering back. For any of those offences they could be sent to the Klang Arak for further punishment.

Millicent was therefore determined not to scream. She remained in position, touching her toes and with her teeth clamped firmly shut, but she could not help herself from gasping and hissing, and clenching and unclenching her buttocks spasmodically and wriggling her hips form side to side. Baltazaro did not object to this. It served to remind the other girls, watching closely, of the importance of being neat, dutiful and obedient.

After the first stroke, Baltazaro paused. It seemed to Millie that the wave of pain receded for a brief moment before returning a second later. This effect was caused by Millie’s heart pumping fresh blood into the burning flesh. Baltazaro knew precisely what Millie was feeling and he chose that moment to deliver his second stroke. 

Both his timing and his accuracy were perfect. The second stroke landed a little below the first. It was followed, again after a little pause, by a third stroke placed neatly between the first two. 

Baltazaro was proud of his accuracy. The girls themselves considered it a blessing. Some of the eunuchs were less precise and the stripes which they administered sometimes overlapped painfully.

Three stripes appeared across Millie’s buttocks, parallel, horizontal, and evenly spaced, testament to Baltazaro’s skill. A tiny whimper, little more than a gasp, escaped Millie after the third stroke, but Baltazaro either did not hear it or he chose to ignore it. 

He had finished caning Millicent, but he did not immediately order her to stand. Millie remained in position, still bent over and touching her toes with her buttocks facing the assembled novices. She tried her best to remain still, although she was still clenching and wriggling her buttocks intermittently. The other girls watched, as within less than a minute Millie’s pink stripes turned to deep, angry red, almost purple welts.

Baltazaro had made his point. The fifteen other girls did indeed renew their resolve to be very good. They hoped to walk the Golden Path before they received three demerits. When a girl walked the Golden Path, all her demerits were cancelled. Further demerits were much less likely to be awarded.

“Stand,” snapped Baltazaro. Millie stood up very straight, conscious of Baltazaro inspecting her. She curtsied and managed to gasp, “Thank you, master.”

“Pick up your clothes. Return to the line,” replied the eunuch. “Showers!”  he added to the whole group. The sixteen girls jumped lightly in the required direction. Their sixteen ponytails flicked simultaneously, and they began their brisk walk back in single file, fifteen of them wearing their brief training shorts and tops, and Millie still completely bare. She had been told to pick up her clothes, but Baltazaro had said nothing about putting them on.

At last Millicent dared to rub the burning stripes to ease the pain. She was quietly sobbing and gasping for breath as she walked. This was the effect of the released tension, as her fear was replaced by relief. She had not slept the night before, anticipating the morning’s ordeal. Now she had only one demerit, which was thanks to Zonya delaying her. She also had a session of Obedience Training awaiting her.

In the showers, Kyra reached out and squeezed Millie’s hand, mouthing a word of encouragement but careful not to speak aloud. They were not allowed to talk in the showers, not until they reached the second rank. 

It would be many months before Millie, Kyra, or any of the novices were ready to be presented to their master. If he chose to summon one of them, the fortunate girl would walk the Golden Path. Only if she pleased the Kzam sufficiently would she be elevated to the second rank. 

If a girl became a favourite of the Kzam and remained in favour sufficiently long, she might be raised higher still. Each rank held certain privileges. Concubines of the fifth or highest rank had their own comfortable apartments and maids to serve them.

After their shower the novices returned to the dormitory to dress. They each wore a knee length blue flared skirt, white shirt, figure hugging blue waistcoat and short white socks and white shoes. It was an attractive ensemble. On the front of each waistcoat and the back of each skirt was embroidered a badge: the personal mark of the Kzam. Since they were his property it was natural that they should bear his mark. It was identical to the brand which each of them now bore on her flesh, but larger: a circle with an upright bar through it.

Talking was allowed at this stage, and they chatted as they dressed and plaited each other’s hair into the two pigtails required for the remainder of the day’s activities. Millie’s friends hugged her and expressed their sympathy as she rubbed cream into her raw stripes.

At one point Baltazaro entered the room to check on them. They all stood and curtsied and said, “Akzam,” and smiled. They had been taught that it was always important to appear cheerful and good natured. Baltazaro looked at Millie’s stripes.

“Do not get any more demerits,” he said.

For a moment Millie was afraid. She curtsied and said, “No, master. I will try very hard, I promise.” Then Baltazaro ruffled her hair and smiled. Millie felt relief and gratitude wash over her. Master Baltazaro was not angry with her. He had smiled.


24: LEARNING CURVE

Arian Scriptures: At the Synod of Argyria (2422-2433) various revisions to the existing Bible were agreed upon. In particular several books attributed to Milos and one to Tiodor were included.…

New Galactic Encyclopaedia (Infopress: Nenuphar)

Breakfast in the seraglio was rather formal. It was served in the cavernous Great Hall. Women of the first, second and third ranks sat at long tables with a eunuch presiding at the head of each table. Women of the fourth and fifth ranks sat on the top table, which was elevated above the others, and they were served better food. Those of the fifth rank could if they so chose use a more exclusive dining room reserved for them. 

They stood primly at their designated places, with toes and heels together and hands clasped behind their backs. Only after the Deputy Head Keeper had tapped his gavel and said grace did they sit on their long benches.

The novices’ table was furthest from the top table. At its head was Nikolaz, a junior eunuch. Kyra sat beside Millie. They had kept their promises to remain good friends, and since arriving in the seraglio they had made new friends. 

For the novices, breakfast would consist of a very plain, thick grey porridge. It was dull but nutritious. The girls were fed better than many subjects of the Kzam who were free, but poor. 

Karina, for instance, was from Tipoli, a world which had belonged to the Kzamate of Ziandakush for over ninety years. Before then it had been independent, with an oiku population mainly of Imperial descent. 

The Atkoi invasion had been unprovoked and unexpected. Tipoli had appealed to the Empire for help. They would willingly have accepted colonial status within the Empire, but the planet was close to Ziandakush. It would be militarily difficult and costly to drive out the Atkoi. The Empire was at that time pursuing a policy of reconciliation with the Atkoi and chose not to risk its relations with Ziandakush for the sake of a single planet which would be difficult to defend. Publicly, the Empire condemned the Ziandakushi aggression. Privately, the issue was brushed aside. 

On Tipoli, the Atkoi were the ruling class now. The oiku population could not own land, and could work only in certain occupations. They required the permission of their Atkoi overlord to move house or marry or have a child. They were obliged to pay a poll tax known as the blastung, unless they converted to the Arian faith. 

Karina came from a poor family. When she and her brother were orphaned, her uncle became their guardian. Karina had never been close to her uncle. He did not relish having to pay for her upkeep nor did he want to pay a dowry for her to be married. The boy could be apprenticed to a yeoman farmer and earn his keep, but the girl was a liability.

Then Karina’s uncle had some wonderful news. The newly appointed planetary governor or Satrap of Tipoli wished to make a birthday gift to the Kzam. This was not be considered unusually ingratiating. It was an Atkoi custom. The Satrapy was a lifetime tenure only and the Satrap hoped to have his position made hereditary, like some of the older Satrapies. He did not have large reserves of gold or cinerium to give to the Kzam, but he would give what was within his means. He would send a bevy of the choicest girls for the Kzam’s seraglio.

Karina’s uncle had offered the pretty blonde to the Satrap’s agent and she had been accepted. Karina was no longer a liability, but an asset. Her uncle had solved his problem and made a handsome profit, and Kari, as she was known, had arrived at the seraglio. 

The Kzam had thanked the Satrap courteously for his gift, but the Satrapy still did not become hereditary. It never would. Far from it, the Kzam was planning to abolish those satrapies which were still hereditary. 

A number of serving maids brought the steaming tureens of porridge to each table. Nikolaz nodded to Daphne, who served first the eunuch and then each of her fellow novices. None of the girls moved. Each sat with her back very straight and her hands on her lap. They were all hungry. They watched Nikolaz. None of them might speak or begin eating until he took his first mouthful.

Mercifully Nikolaz had a good appetite. He took a spoonful of porridge, and the girls could begin eating and quietly talking amongst themselves. 

They had not always been so fortunate. On one occasion when a eunuch named Vinzent was presiding at their table, he had not seemed interested in the food at all. He had sat there studying his inforeader while the porridge grew cold. The girls sat demurely on their benches with their hands on their laps, daring neither to eat nor speak. After thirty minutes the Deputy Head Keeper banged his gavel, said grace, and they all stood to file out. It had been a long hungry wait until lunch time. 

But Nikolaz was quite different. He always required every girl to finish her bowl of porridge, whether she was hungry or not. 

After breakfast there was a short prayer service in the chapel. Kyra, Millie, Kari, and the other devout monophysites were very careful never to make the sign of the Holy Circle when they said ‘Amen.’ Kyra sat on her hands so that force of habit did not betray her into the unintended gesture. They had been told in no uncertain terms that they must put all such superstitious nonsense behind them. Arianism was the only true religion. It was a pure faith, uncontaminated by the idolatry of the monophysite heresy. No matter what they believed in their hearts, they must outwardly accept the Arian faith of the Kzam. The Kzam was not himself particularly religious, but the forms had to be maintained. Deliberate defiance could not be tolerated.

After prayers, the Deputy Head Keeper made one or two announcements. A young woman name Zoey had been elevated to the third rank. There was a polite ripple of applause. Kyra noticed two concubines of the fifth rank sitting in the cushioned seats reserved for them near the front, discussing that development. Zoey had arrived in the seraglio only three years before. To have been raised to the third rank so quickly suggested that the Kzam was very fond of her. The more senior concubines had every reason to mistrust Zoey’s meteoric rise. 

The second piece of news concerned a young woman named Cassandra. Cassandra was not present in the chapel that morning, but the announcement filled her friends with dismay. Cassandra had been sent to the Reliquary.

Life in the Reliquary was the sad future which awaited unsuccessful concubines as they grew older. Those who had passed their thirtieth year and had never been promoted beyond the second rank were considered unlikely ever to be summoned to their master’s bedchamber again. They had outlived their usefulness. Some might be appointed to fill the necessary vacancies. The seraglio needed instructresses, beauticians, maids, childminders and nursery teachers, cooks, and countless other functionaries necessary for its smooth running. But there were a limited number of such vacancies, and those who were not chosen to fill them were retired. They were sent to the Reliquary, a compound within the seraglio which was also known as The Court of The Older Women.

Cloistered within the walls of this prison within a prison, they would live out their days in useless boredom. Visits between the Reliquary and the seraglio proper were seldom permitted, but it was said that there were former concubines still living within the Reliquary who had belonged to Rogan II, the grandfather of Rurik’s deposed predecessor. It was also said that the heating system did not work in the cold winter months and that the food was poor.

Cassandra’s friends dared not show their dismay. Later, they would weep for their friend, but not while the Deputy Head Keeper could see them.  

It was rumoured that without any hope of ever seeing their master again, or indeed of ever seeing any man, some of the women in the Reliquary turned to the forbidden love of one woman for another. If it were true, they must have been desperate indeed, because the penalty for any kind of lesbian act was terrible: a sound flogging, followed by circumcision. The wretched young woman would be strapped over a frame to receive a dozen strokes from the Klang Arak, who was noted both for his physical strength and his willingness to apply it. His chosen instrument of correction was Howler. The second part of the punishment was more terrifying still.  The miscreant was fastened firmly to a bench known as the ‘cutting table’ and the eunuch Bastinak, known for his steady hand, performed the operation, completely removing her labia and clitoris. Bastinak did not use an anaesthetic, but his scissors were mercifully sharp.  

Terrible as this punishment was, it was considered mainly a deterrent and a preventative measure. If the offence was repeated, then plainly the woman could not be reformed despite the best efforts of the seraglio authorities. Quite simply, she would then be destroyed. She would not be beaten first. The Atkoi were not wantonly cruel. They simply loathed perversion. The prescribed method for destroying an unwanted slave in the seraglio was by drowning her in freezing water. 

The remainder of the morning was devoted to academic study. Today their first lesson was Scripture, which involved copying out passages of the Arian Scriptures in their neatest handwriting.

Before she had arrived in the seraglio, Kyra had never realised how similar the Arian Scriptures were to the monophysite Bible. Both faiths accepted the whole of the Old and New Testaments as divinely inspired. The Arian Scriptures also included several prophecies about An-Nizam and Aldabaran, the Book of End Times, the Epistles of Tiodor, the Books of Milos, and the Codex, none of which were included in the Bible of the Holy Orthodox Church. The Bible included the Book of Decumen, and Benedict’s First and Second Epistles to the Nenuphari, which Arians did not accept as scriptural. Apart from these differences there was surprisingly little to divide the two religions except for their ancient hatred and distrust of one another. 

Scripture was followed by Literature, in which they studied the long epic poems which told of the early Atkoi heroes. It was said that their master, the Kzam Rurik III, emulated the first Rurik, whose story was told in the Epics. They also studied speeches and poems written by their master, and they were expected to commit certain passages to memory and recite them to amuse the Kzam. Their final lesson of the morning was Grammar, which meant the study of the classical Atkoi language. 

After lunch there were practical lessons: Domestic Science, Dancing, Deportment, Singing and Music. Dancing was considered an important accomplishment and all the girls were expected to become proficient in at least some of the dances which Atkoi men loved to watch. This included both solo dancing, and synchronised dancing as a group. 

Kyra, Millie, Kari and their friends were all horrified to learn that they would one day be expected to dance entirely naked to entertain their master. At first they thought they would never be able to bring themselves to do this, but after the novices were all required to watch a girl being caned by the Klang Arak for an offence much less serious than deliberate disobedience, they all changed their minds. 

Besides, Kyra realised she was in a sense fortunate to be in the seraglio. She might have been killed on the Evening Star or sold to a pleasure house on Akkadis. Her heart still went out to those poor victims on the ship and to all the friends she had made afterwards. She knew her fate was beyond her control. She was a slave in a seraglio with no hope of ever escaping or returning to her family. That was simply not within the realms of possibility. But at least she was required to serve only one man. She belonged to the Kzam and if her life was not to be entirely meaningless, she must try to learn to love him. She did not want the sterile, empty, hopeless, childless life of those women sent to the Reliquary. She would try her best to please her master. 

In a sense it was like a marriage. Kyra was intelligent enough to realise that throughout the course of human history many, perhaps even most women had not chosen their own husbands. Such choices were often made for them. Expressed like that, her situation was not even unusual. Of course she would not have chosen to share her husband with other women, but the Kzama and the Kzam’s seven other wives seemed to cope.

Most of the other girls felt the same, if not immediately then certainly by the time they had been in the seraglio for a year. That was why the dancing lessons also included instruction in massage, and how they might please their master in bed. At first Kyra was shocked that such things would be talked about and even taught, but she soon realised it made sense. A little knowledge of such things, a few hints, would help the girls tremendously. 

Naturally the Kzam would not want to teach every one of his concubines everything they were required to know, but an experienced woman, a concubine who had attained the fifth rank by winning her master’s affections when she was eighteen or nineteen and who had remained in favour for perhaps twenty years, must have learnt a great deal during her career and must surely be able to give some useful instruction to her students. Several of the instructresses were precisely such women, and the novices listened carefully to them and valued their advice. 

There were even books which dealt with such matters. One of them was called The Good Wife. It had been written centuries earlier by a favourite concubine of a Satrap as a manual of advice for her daughter who had been given in marriage to a minor Kzam of an Atkoi tribe. The Good Wife dealt with every conceivable aspect of home economics, managing a large house, and the training of concubines. There were several copies of it in the seraglio library, in both Inglic and Atkoi, and the chapters dealing with the physical aspects of flirtation and love were all obviously well read and well thumbed. It was considered a classic which was never out of date. 

In Music, they learnt to sing and play the lyre and flute. Kyra found that she rather liked some of the Atkoi music, although it was difficult to learn the Atkoi words. In Deportment they learnt to walk gracefully, balancing a book on their heads. They also learnt everything from how to make obeisance to their master or mistress and how to kneel at the foot of his bed and crawl in, to the correct etiquette for serving tea. 

When they reached the second rank, there would be other subjects. They might learn Mathematics, Chemistry, Physics, Astronomy, Biology, Inglic and the ancient philosophers and civilisations. Some would learn English, an ancient dialect of Inglic which had been spoken on Old Earth before the advent of space travel. Kyra thought that some of these subjects would be fascinating. She would look forward to them, especially Inglic, English, and Astronomy. Millie hoped she could learn the sciences, and so did Kari. Most of all, the girls wanted to learn those subjects which the Kzam himself was interested in. They wanted to please him.

Their final compulsory activity of the day was another hour of physical exercise, but this was more fun than the morning session. It might involve volleyball, badminton, netball, swimming or steeplechase, depending on the whim of their instructress. Kyra was good at these games, although she and her friends had been dismayed to learn that just as with the dancing, they would sometimes be expected to play and run and swim entirely bare and within sight of their master. There was a swimming pool and a lawn overlooked by the balcony of his private quarters. 

And yet, as the months passed, Kyra realised that many of the girls seemed actually to enjoy exhibiting themselves. Kyra herself understood that however humiliating the ordeal would be, it would benefit her. If the Kzam saw her and liked her, he might want to send for her. It would be her first step towards the Golden Path. 

After another shower and supper, they were allowed to rest and relax. They could visit the seraglio library, the chapel or practise their embroidery. At nine o’clock they would assemble for prayers and then return to their dormitory, unroll their sleeping mats and prepare for bed. They led a healthy life, and slept soundly.

The outside world almost seemed to cease to exist for the girls in the seraglio. It was like a dream, a different world. Occasionally rumours might circulate about the war that seemed likely to erupt, but these lacked a sense of reality. It would not affect the seraglio. They imagined that their world would continue unchanged, as the seraglio had already remained unchanged, for generations; for slaves and concubines share with kzams and tyrants the power to shut out the obvious from their minds. 

As they drifted off to sleep, neither Kyra nor any of her friends could possibly have known quite how soon they would be proved wrong, nor on what a colossal scale.


25: ABOVE SUSPICION

Ziandakush, Annexation of:  Ziandakush  was seized and annexed to the Kzamate in 2988, following a surprise attack by the Kzam Rurik Otheris at Otheris, who transferred his capital there shortly afterwards.

New Galactic Encyclopaedia (Infopress: Nenuphar)

Elsewhere in the seraglio, Princess Athanasia Otheris at Otheris, nee Prendergast, snapped at her maid and ordered her out of her apartment. Still gasping from a vicious stoke of her mistress’s cane across her calves, Pinkie hastened to obey. 

Pinkie had once been one of the favourite concubines of one of the Kzam’s predecessors. That had been twenty years ago. Then her master had died. His successor had died too, when Rurik and his unstoppable horde had destroyed the defences of Ziandakush, occupied the planet and declared himself the Great Kzam. Now Pinkie considered herself lucky to be a serving maid to one of the Kzam’s junior wives. It was better than being sent to the Reliquary. 

Pinkie tried hard to make herself useful, though she had no illusions that Princess Athanasia appreciated her. It was supposed to be an honour to be a maid of one of the Kzam’s wives, but Pinkie was more likely to receive a slap in the face or a stroke of the cane than a word of thanks or appreciation from her mistress. 

She was glad she had been sent out of the apartment. She would go and talk to her friend, Faith, who was one of the Kzama’s maids. They had good lives. Nevertheless, Pinkie tried her best to serve the Princess dutifully. If Athanasia complained about her to the Kzama or the Klang Arak, Pinkie would in all probability be sent to the Reliquary. She knew she was dispensable. Very dispensable. 

Athanasia had been summoned to the Kzam’s bedchamber only once since she had arrived at the seraglio. 

At the Emperor’s insistence, a monophysite priest had been allowed to bless the wedding. The Kzam had found that distasteful, but he resigned himself to it. Afterwards, the Kzama herself escorted Athanasia along the Golden Path to the High Chamber, the most prestigious of the Kzam’s bedrooms. This was an honour only ever bestowed upon the Kzam’s wives. 

When a concubine was summoned to walk the Golden Path, she was taken to the Low Chamber. A favourite concubine might be summoned to the Middle Chamber if she had reached the fourth or fifth rank, but no concubine would ever serve the Kzam in the High Chamber. 

But on their wedding night, the Princess had made it quite clear that she had not wanted to be married to a barbarian chief and she had no intention of enjoying marital relations with him. If he forced himself on her, she would bite and scratch him and see to it that he had no pleasure from her. She did not want to speak to him or dine with him or meet his friends. He could live his life and she would live hers. They would not overlap.

The Kzam was puzzled and a little amused, rather than seriously offended by her reaction. He certainly had no intention of forcing himself on her. He had several hundred women quite as attractive as her, all willing to give themselves lovingly and eagerly to him. He wondered for a while whether she was deranged or merely profoundly stupid, but he did not concern himself with her for long. Athanasia’s value to the Kzam was to guarantee peace with the Empire until Rurik was ready for war. Thereafter, the Princess would serve as a hostage. In the meantime the important thing was that she must not be allowed to bother him in any way. Narciso would see to that.

Narciso had recorded in the Blue Book that Athanasia had walked the Golden Path but that the marriage was not consummated. 

This Blue Book was entirely different to Baltazaro’s Black Book. Whenever a wife or concubine was summoned to the Kzam’s bedchambers, her visit was recorded in the Blue Book. To be named in the Blue Book was an honour and a privilege. The Kzam’s concubines and even his wives took considerable pride in the number of times their names were mentioned in it. Some would boast to each other about how often they had walked the Golden Path. Some indeed, would exaggerate their tally. Since the concubines themselves were not permitted to inspect the book, such claims were difficult to either verify or disprove. Only the Klang Arak, the Kzam himself and the Kzama Radmilla had access to the book. 

The Kzama had taken an immediate dislike to Athanasia. She let slip to her most garrulous maid that the marriage had never been consummated. Athanasia’s position in the seraglio was therefore unique. She had walked the Golden Path, but was still a virgin. Within a day the entire seraglio knew, and Athanasia’s reputation as a laughing stock was established. 

The question which had briefly puzzled the Kzam, namely whether Athanasia was deranged or merely stupid, was a difficult one to answer. Certainly stupidity was a factor in her behaviour. To alienate everyone around her when she lived in a sealed environment was a conspicuously foolish course of action, but it could partly be explained by the fact that she was so used to having her own way that she had never developed any social skills. She did not bother to hide her contempt for those around her. One by one the Kzam’s wives, who might have become her friends and companions throughout the long years to come, grew to dislike her. She lied and broke promises without apparently any sense of guilt or shame. They did not respond spitefully. They merely avoided her company. 

But the maids and the concubines both disliked and feared Athanasia. It was in fact one of Athanasia’s own maids who coined the nickname by which she became known in the seraglio: Euthanasia. 

Nobody used the nickname openly. The Kzam’s wives were too polite to and the slaves would not dare to, but everyone knew to whom it referred. Athanasia herself had first heard the nickname when one of the maids had used it, not realising that the Princess was within hearing. Athanasia had been obliged to pretend that she had not heard the remark. Later, she found an excuse to have the girl thrashed for some unconnected offence, but this only served to spread the news to anyone in the seraglio who had not yet heard it. In private, even the Kzama referred to the Princess as Euthanasia, and the Kzam, upon hearing the nickname, had laughed aloud. 

This last detail had stung Athanasia to the point of tears when she learned of it. She was not made of stone. She could be hurt. And yet she did not amend her behaviour in any way. 

Athanasia’s chief pastime in her years on Nenuphar had been to go to parties, to go shopping, or to have lunch with like-minded women who loved to be seen in the company of the Imperial Princess. On Ziandakush she found that she was not allowed outside the seraglio and its grounds. 

She had tried to leave, walking confidently in the hope that no one would dare stop her. There were three entrances to the seraglio: the main entrance, by which she had entered; the eunuch’s gate, where supplies, food and new novices arrived; and the Golden Path. She could not even get as far as the corridor leading to any of them. She demanded that the Klang Arak let her leave to visit the city, but was told that he did not have the necessary authority. Such permission could come only from the Kzam himself. Narciso was not prepared even to pass on any request for such permission. He would not bother the Kzam over trivial matters when he already knew the answer. Athanasia’s requests to see the Kzam were also rejected. Rurik did not like being harangued. Radmilla also declined to help.

As the months passed, Athanasia’s resentment festered and grew. There was one person she was allowed to see. He was the Imperial Ambassador, Lord Edgar Alcantaro-Chiang-Prendergast. He was a distant relative of Athanasia’s and on his visits to the Palace he sometimes arranged to meet her. 

The Ambassador’s advice to the Princess was always in the same vein: her father the Emperor had given her in marriage to the Kzam. She should accept that with dignity. She was attractive and could at least try to be charming. If she tried to make amends for her earlier intransigence, the Kzam might be won over. She should think like a diplomat. That would help both Athanasia herself and her father and the Empire. Her task had been to cement the friendship between Empire and Kzamate, not to alienate the Kzam. 

Athanasia treated the advice with barely concealed contempt. She had no intention of crawling to the Kzam’s bed like a beaten slave girl to beg forgiveness. She had done nothing wrong. 

It had taken Athanasia a year to realise the obvious: 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. Athanasia did not especially want children unless that would promote her political career, but she had hoped to return to Nenuphar to influence the Empire. 

Then a thought occurred to Athanasia which left her first cold with fear and then thrilled with excitement. If Rurik died, the Atkoi would almost certainly 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 already had 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 still 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, a pistol, would be easy to use, but difficult to smuggle into the seraglio. 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 there when it exploded. There would be a flash of radiation and her problems would be over forever. There would be no evidence to link her to it. Everything within ten feet would be vaporised. But how could she possibly obtain such a device? If she sent a message via the ambassador, could he smuggle the device in to her? If so, perhaps she could invite the Kzam to dine with her, in her apartment. 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 sensitive and DNA specific, to explode only when the Kzam was nearby. 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 in fear whenever she even considered the idea, but over time as she devised further details and safeguards her courage grew and over the course of the following year it evolved into a plan.

Radmilla usually made it her business to know everything that happened in the seraglio, but she had found herself puzzled by Athanasia recently. The Princess had requested a visit from the Imperial Ambassador. This was not in itself unusual and she was within her rights to see him. Perhaps she wanted to complain to her father again, about some imagined slight to her honour. But the Princess had also invited the Kzam to dine with her. That was more unusual, for her.

And yet the Kzama did not consider Athanasia a threat. Admittedly the Princess was pretty, beautiful even, but her surly, ungracious attitude had ruined any chance she might once have had of winning the Kzam’s affection and influencing him on any way. She had her looks and her family connections. Both were useful, but neither would make the Kzam love her. 

Perhaps it was nothing sinister. Perhaps Athanasia had simply realised the futility of isolating herself from everyone around her. Radmilla wondered how she might use the situation to her advantage. She would have to give the matter some thought.


26: A TANGLED WEB

Perfectari: A colourless, odourless poison, the refined oil of the roots of the riyo tree, from Ritournelle, an uninhabited world in the Satrapy of Argyria in the Kornephoros Province of the Kzamate of Ziandakush. Extraction of perfectari was banned under Special Edict No 1365 (Dangerous Substances) by the Kzam Filotico the Silent in 2853.

Humero, R., A Complete Guide to Forensic Chemistry (Cornubium University Press: Nenuphar, 2980)

A mood of excitement swept through the seraglio. After an absence of two months the Kzam’s return was imminent. The Klang Arak, the Kzama and the Kzam’s other wives had been asked to tell no one, but maids overhear things and rumours, once begun, have a life of their own. 

Rurik had been inspecting his shipyards on Asphodel and Xinhua. The girls knew this. They were allowed to visit the seraglio telescreen theatre once a week, when Radmilla would arrange for news broadcasts of the Kzam’s public appearances to be played. The broadcasts had said that the shipyards were building enough vessels for the Kzamate to defend itself and guarantee peace. They omitted to mention the fact that warships were being built and men trained on a scale unprecedented in human history. 

The girls took little notice of current affairs. The outside world seemed distant, less relevant, unreal almost, to those who knew they would probably remain forever within the seraglio. Their interest was mainly centred on the Kzam himself. Many of the girls would squeal excitedly whenever they saw their master on the screen. 

Now the Kzam was due to return and the women could hardly contain themselves. The seraglio was filled with gossip and speculation about which of them were most likely to be summoned to his bed. Every novice hoped that she would be among the fortunate few to be presented to the Kzam. Kyra’s instructresses had all told her that she had made outstanding progress. They all seemed to think that she was ready to be presented.

Athanasia had already seen the Imperial Ambassador. He had not seemed enthusiastic. He seemed frightened by the very thought of Athanasia’s plan and urged her to drop the idea and never speak of it again. Only reluctantly had he agreed to pass on Athanasia’s thoughts to the head of Intelligence at the Embassy. 

For a while Athanasia feared she would receive no response. Then six weeks later she was told to expect another visit from the Ambassador. In fact Athanasia’s visitor was introduced as Mr Cartledge-Fortiche, a junior Embassy official.

Once they were alone, Cartledge-Fortiche explained that he was from the Intelligence Branch. They had given Athanasia’s plan serious consideration. A bomb would not be practicable, he explained. It would be difficult to smuggle in undetected and difficult for the Princess to use without being suspected. Instead, he handed Athi a tiny vial of clear liquid and gave her specific instructions for its use.

It was a poison. Taken orally, it would cause catastrophic muscular contraction and heart failure within seconds. A tiny smear of the liquid onto the victim’s cutlery or a drop in his food would be sufficient. Its chemical structure would break down in the body, leaving no trace. But it had to be administered orally. Applied to the skin, or even into a wound, it would be harmless. 

Cartledge-Fortiche praised Athanasia’s courage and patriotism. He saw no reason why the plan should fail. Athanasia must of course mention it to no-one. She must not even discuss it with the Ambassador again. It would in fact be better if she did not see the Ambassador any more. Too much communication between Athanasia and the Embassy might attract suspicion. In the unlikely event that she was caught, he suggested she should poison or otherwise kill herself while she had the opportunity, to save herself from impalement. But on balance, he and the intelligence branch considered that there was every reason to expect a successful outcome. If they were not so confident, he assured her, they would certainly not have countenanced the plan. He assured the Princess of the Emperor’s undying gratitude. “God bless you and your endeavour,” he said before he left. 

The liquid was called perfectari. Athanasia would follow the instructions, except of course for the last one. There would be no occasion for suicide. They would suspect nothing. She would see to that. Traces of the poison would be found on Pinkie’s personal belongings, together with items belonging to Athanasia which the Princess would say had been stolen. Both the poison and the bottle itself originated from within the Kzamate. There would be nothing to link them to Athanasia. No doubt Pinkie would be destroyed, but no one would question the Princess herself. Even if she were suspected, no one would dare to accuse an Imperial princess, much less execute her. In any case, only slaves were impaled. It was surprising how lacking in common sense an embassy official could be. 

But Athanasia was encouraged by the confidence of Mr Cartledge-Fortiche. The strength of the plan was its simplicity. She did not need an alibi. She would not even try to hide the body. She would simply scream and call for help when the Kzam died. Athanasia had imagined that the most difficult part of the plan would be to obtain the weapon, but it had proved easier than she had dared hope. 

“Excuse me, ma’am,” said Pinkie, curtseying as she entered the Kzama’s private room. “The man from the Embassy has gone now.” 

“The man from the Embassy. Yes, thank you, Pinkie. I don’t suppose you happened to hear anything they talked about?” replied Radmilla. 

“No, ma’am. I saw them walking in the garden, and talking, but I kept well away, just like you told me. But I know he’s gone, now. I saw him leaving. If he comes again, would you like me to try to listen?” Pinkie offered helpfully. 

Pinkie had every reason to be as helpful to Radmilla as she could. The Kzama had promised her that she would never be sent to the Reliquary, and would in fact be given a better job in the seraglio if she was helpful to Radmilla. One of Pinkie’s secret responsibilities was to read any letters which Princess Athanasia received. So far Pinkie had discovered nothing useful, or even interesting, but she would continue to try her best. 

“Thank you, Pinkie. No, I don’t think the man will be visiting us again,” smiled Radmilla. “You may go, now.” 

Pinkie curtsied and left. 

Radmilla needed to see the Kzam. She needed to judge his mood, and in particular his intentions concerning their sons, Ozim and Ozart. Although the Kzam might choose any of his sons to succeed him, it was generally considered likely that he would choose either Ozim or Ozart, provided they did not make any spectacularly foolish errors while their father lived. But the Kzam could change his mind at any time. 

Radmilla was particularly concerned about Ozim’s cruelty. Even as a boy he had been cruel. Radmilla still remembered the incident with a soldering iron and one of the maids. Now rumours were circulating about his mistreatment of girls in his own seraglio. It was said that Ozim enjoyed hurting his girls and that he was responsible for the death of one of them, an Imperial girl his buyer had purchased on Akkadis. 

The death of a slave girl did not in itself matter. Ozim could spend his allowance as he chose. But if it reflected on his character and his ability to govern, Radmilla did not want the Kzam to hear of it.

Radmilla had worked hard to achieve her position and maintain it. Thanks in some measure to her, the seraglio ran smoothly and efficiently. She was indispensible to the Klang Arak and the Kzam and she was not averse to using her influence. But she could achieve a lasting legacy only if one of her sons succeeded his father to the throne. 

War was inevitable. That was obvious, given the weakness of the Emperor and the ambition of Rurik. Officially the Kzam still called the Emperor his ally. Privately he said he wanted to secure the ‘natural frontiers’ of the Kzamate without resorting to war. The two positions were not reconcilable. And such a war could be the making of Radmilla’s sons. If the Kzam chose Ozim and perhaps Ozart too, to command a squadron or a fleet, then surely he would choose one of them as his successor.

That would make Radmilla the Kzama Mother one day. As such she would be to all intents and purposes Kzama or Empress in her own right. She would guide Ozim, for his own good and the good of the Kzamate, and his sons and grandsons would be Kzams after him. If Rurik’s plan was successful and the Atkoi remained united long enough to conquer the Empire, her descendants would rule over all humanity. All Humanity! The Kzamate would be greater than the Empire had ever been, and Radmilla and her descendants would rule it forever. Forever! She had always been ambitious, and the thought of such power made her dizzy with excitement. 

But Radmilla took nothing for granted. She needed to know what Rurik was planning. The danger signal would be if he promoted any of his younger sons, of whom he had several of military age by different wives and concubines. Khostrounil, for instance, was a successful young cadet officer. His superiors apparently thought highly of him although he struck Radmilla as a rather forward young man. The Kzam was meeting with his Defence Minister later that day. Radmilla wondered whether Ozim and Ozart would be discussed. 

The Kzam also had another meeting with the special Imperial Envoy, a cleric named Scamander. The Emperor had refused to transfer the Naval Base on Gambier III to the Kzamate. It had been promised as part of Athanasia’s dowry. The Emperor was therefore in breach of his international obligations, but the Kzam did not wish to bring matters to a head immediately. He was not ready. Radmilla knew that her husband’s view would be correct in this matter. In strategic affairs, his judgment was impeccable.

The Kzam’s meeting with his defence minister was very encouraging. He had dismissed the previous minister several years before to appoint the present incumbent, noted for his organisational flair. Five years earlier, Rurik had set the target of quadrupling the size of the navy, and the plan was on course. Recruitment, training, procurement, shipbuilding and armament were increasing at a phenomenal rate. New shipyards, training academies and bases were being built at unprecedented speed and many were already in operation.

The meeting with Scamander was equally successful. It appeared that Scamander had been born on one of the Empire’s Central Worlds but had spent his teenage years on an outlying Imperial planet named Borobudur. He had hated it. What the Borobuduri settlers considered self-reliance, Scamander interpreted as selfishness and arrogance. It had left him with a lasting hatred of the planet’s people and sympathy for the native Borbods. The Kzam found Scamander’s disloyalty to the Empire and sympathy for aliens difficult to understand, but disloyalty in an enemy could be useful. The Kzam was an excellent judge of character. 

Scamander was a supporter of the Centralist faction in the Imperial government. The Centralists believed that the Empire had expanded too far beyond its original boundaries. The outer worlds should be set free, they said. Instead of spending every available credit on defence, they should come to terms with the Atkoi, the Nizamis and their other neighbours, if necessary ceding them territory in exchange for peace and granting independence to many of the outer colonies. The future Empire would be the original core, the Central Worlds. It would be stronger, more prosperous and easy to defend. 

Privately, the Kzam wondered whether Scamander truly believed such nonsense. The Centralist plan would buy peace for perhaps a generation at most. And yet in other respects, Scamander seemed highly intelligent. Perhaps he saw some personal gain, some career advantage, to lending his support to the Centralists despite the harm it could do. Either way, Rurik offered every possible encouragement to the Centralists and to Scamander personally. 

Rurik explained his own dream for the future: a strong, prosperous Kzamate and a strong Centralist Empire, each protecting and defending the other, both benefiting immeasurably from commerce with the other. 

When Scamander hinted that the Centralist cause required funds, Rurik was generous in his support. Scamander promised to do his best to resolve the Gambier III question and to stress the Kzam’s friendly intentions towards the Empire. 

The Kzama was feeling flushed with success. Her son Ozim was to be given nominal command of a whole fleet and Ozart, already in command of his first small vessel, was to be made captain of one of the new warships. 

Radmilla was standing behind a one-way mirror, observing a group of novices in their dance lesson. Kyra was easily the most beautiful and the most graceful dancer. She would have to be watched, the Kzama decided.

It was at that moment that Faith came running down the corridor, excitedly shouting, “Ma’am! Ma’am! Mistress Athanasia’s been arrested!”

“Faith, calm down! Calm down, girl! In Heaven’s name, what are you talking about?” 

Faith was one of Radmilla’s maids, and a friend of Pinkie. She did her best to breathe slowly and calm down sufficiently to convey her news. “Ma’am, Mistress Athanasia’s been arrested. The Klang Arak sent two eunuchs, and they’ve taken Mistress Athanasia and Pinkie down to the cells. One of the eunuchs said they tried to poison the Kzam!”

“Is the Kzam safe, Faith? Is he all right?”

“Yes, ma’am. The doctors are with him now, but everyone says he didn’t actually take the poison. The security police are here too.”

“Thank the Almighty! Thank the Almighty! replied the Kzama. Faith did not doubt the sincerity of her relief. “And thank you, Faith, for coming to tell me immediately,” she added. “You may return to my apartment now.”

The Kzama waited for Faith to curtsey and leave before she ceased her display of pretended horror. Everything was going according to the Kzama’s plan. She had known about Athanasia’s plot. She had in fact warned the Kzam about the attempt on his life. He would be bound to Radmilla by ties of gratitude forever. Radmilla felt more secure than ever that he would choose Ozim as his successor. Pinkie was innocent, of course. In a few days Radmilla would intervene to spare her. The maid would be pathetically grateful. She would prove useful again. 

In the case of Athanasia herself, the Kzama would not intervene. Justice would be allowed to take its course.


PART V: In and around Akkad City

27: I KNOW WHAT YOU DID LAST NIGHT 

Abaddon Virus: ….Those who survive usually make a full recovery, but children born to mothers infected during pregnancy often suffer grotesque mutations of the skin, face, limbs and internal organs. Outbreaks in recent decades have been mercifully rare. They occur mainly in groups of individuals living in close proximity, where contagion is swift. 

Family Medical Encyclopaedia (Cornubium University Press: Nenuphar, 2991)

Clarence Pettigrew Bowser was not usually considered an especially kind man. His chosen profession was not one which particularly lent itself to demonstrations of kindness. But on a rare occasion when he did perform a small act of mercy, the ultimate consequences of his gesture were both unintended and vastly disproportionate to the act itself. If Professor Itchenor had heard of the incident of Bowser and the fried egg, he would certainly have mentioned it in one of his lengthy tomes. He did not. Even Bowser himself never realised the consequences which ultimately flowed from his action.

It was the morning after Amanda’s last visit to Gumbo’s bedroom in the Maidens of Nenuphar pleasure house. The girls had finished their morning exercise session and were making their way to the dining room.

Suddenly Ana felt a hand firmly grip one of her kittentails, twist, and push her head sharply against a corridor wall. She squealed in pain. Other girls hurried past. The buzzer had sounded. They must not be late for breakfast.

“Shut up, you fat slut, or you’ll be sorry,” said a voice. It was Mindi. “You went with Bapan again. I warned you. He’s mine. He always chose me, even before Suki. If you go with him again you’ll be sorry. I’ll give you such a hiding that when your whelp’s born it’ll still be black and blue.” 

This venomous speech was delivered quickly and quietly. Mindi broke off suddenly when she heard Ronika approaching. Both girls hurried to the dining room. They could both be punished severely if they were caught fighting. 

Ana queued up and received her bowlful of Akkadis Agrisupplies ‘Happy Pig’ pellets, doused in a generous serving of warm water which helped to soften the pellets and release the juice. She sat down to eat with the others at one of the long tables. They were each required to finish their bowl.  

After a few minutes, Bowser called Bekka up to the top table. He had finished his own breakfast. Naturally Bowser did not eat animal feed. The staff had bacon and eggs. 

Bowser did not especially like the whites of fried eggs. The yolks were pleasant enough, he considered, but the whites were at best rather tasteless and at worst rubbery. He had eaten his bacon and toast and the egg yolk and drunk his tea, but left the egg white. He would give Bekka the remains of his egg.

Bekka was in favour with Bowser. He was pleased with her performance a few nights before, on the night of his altercation with Gumbo. Although Bekka was new to the brand, she was obedient and eager to please. Bowser considered her deserving of a small reward. 

Bowser sometimes chose to reward a girl he considered to have performed good service. It made him feel magnanimous. He did not give monetary tips to the girls. A reward of food was more than adequate, he considered. Real food, (rather than the kind manufactured by Akkadis Agrisupplies) was expensive on Akkadis. For a slave girl it was a rare luxury. 

Bekka curtsied and thanked Bowser and returned to her place, carefully carrying the egg on a side plate. She was pleased to have it. It would be a welcome change from the unrelenting sameness of a pleasure slave’s usual diet. 

“Don’t touch that egg,” hissed Mindi quietly. “Give it here. Now.” 

Bekka looked at Mindi in amazement and saw the ferocity in her eyes. Can I defy Mindi? Bekka wondered. She wanted to keep the egg. Bowser had given it to her. She deserved it. 

Ana, Amanda, Nysha, Lucie and several other girls watched the unfolding drama in silence. Mindi was clearly in the wrong, but none of them wanted to intervene. It would not be a good idea to cross Mindi. She was physically strong and a spiteful bully. She was very intelligent and could be very charming when she chose. Many of the gentlemen liked her. She had also gone to considerable lengths to ingratiate herself with Mrs Knott, Petra and Ronika. The girls even speculated that she might one day be made a deputy manageress.

“Do I have to tell you twice?” said Mindi. “Give it here, you ruttocking slut, or you’ll be sorry.” Bekka’s resolve crumbled. She dared not defy Mindi. She handed over the egg. Mindi took it without thanks. 

Having consumed the egg, Mindi turned her attention back to Ana. “As for you, you fat slut, if you touch Bapan again your life won’t be worth living.”

“It’s not my fault,” pleaded Ana. “Do you think I want to be here?” she whispered, urgently. 

“I’ve seen you waving at him in reception. And on the stage.” 

It was true. Ana dared not reply. Would Mindi truly risk hurting her baby? It was company property, she had been told. But Mindi was vicious. She was not rational. She might do anything. 

Finally Amanda spoke up. She felt intimidated by Mindi, but she hated to see her friend bullied and she felt a little ashamed of not speaking up sooner. “Leave her alone,” she said. “We’re all in this mess together. We should be helping each other, not quarrelling.”

“And who asked you, slut? Hey, girls, Amanda sneaks out at night to get laid by… Gumbo!” 

Mindi’s friend Dahlia snorted into her pig pellets, splashing gravy onto the table. “It’s true,” persisted Mindi. “Wendy saw her. She told me. How’s your ‘boyfriend,’ Amanda? Don’t you get enough ruttocking from the customers, Amanda? You want more? Oh, I see, you just like it rotten!” Mindi, Dahlia and their friends chortled in delight.

Amanda did not reply. Her secret had been discovered, she realised, by the worst possible person.

Mindi warmed to her subject. “Hey, Amanda, suppose half his rotting prong comes off inside your pouch next time he’s ruttocking you?  Suppose you can’t get it out? What’s wrong, Amanda? You’ve gone all quiet. Is that what happened? Have you got bits of his prong stuck inside you?” Mindi and her allies chortled louder than ever. 

“Middle Table! You’re not here to gossip!” snapped Bowser. The girls fell silent immediately. 

Mindi mouthed a silent threat to Ana. “I’ll deal with you later, you fat slut.” 

By the end of breakfast, every girl at the Maidens knew about Amanda and Gumbo. 

By midday, Ronika knew. It was not actually against any rules, but it was certainly bizarre. Being given to Gumbo for an hour was considered a serious punishment by all the other girls at the Maidens. Ronika wondered how she could use this information to the greatest benefit to herself. Perhaps she should inform Mrs Knott.

Mrs Knott was beginning to find Alicia Carno’s suggestions on how to run the Maidens of Nenuphar more and more unwelcome. The manageress did not like to have a spoilt, pushy eighteen year old girl tell her how to do her job, but since the girl in question was the owner’s daughter, she felt it was politic to accede to her request. 

Amanda and Honey had been correct in guessing that Alicia had planned a very unpleasant Wednesday evening for Honey. The performance would begin with a flogging similar to that which Aimee had received, but administered by Gumbo. This was to be followed by a second act, in which Honeysuckle would be fastened to a stout bench on the stage, with her legs apart and her knees raised, and Gumbo would publicly satisfy the lust which administering a flogging invariably aroused in him. The crowd would certainly enjoy the spectacle, Mrs Knott assured Alicia. They would howl with laughter, shriek with derision and groan with disgust, but they would not take their eyes off the spectacle. 

No one that evening would seek to hire Honeysuckle, but all the other girls would be kept busy until the early hours. Entertainment Night was always good for business. Alicia was delighted, and looked forward keenly to the following Wednesday. This was the surprise she had promised Jak, and it would cure him of any residual fondness for Honey forever. Of that, Alicia was absolutely certain.

Gumbo would also be excited.  He too would look forward keenly to Wednesday night. Mrs Knott was equally sure of that. She always explained to Gumbo slowly and clearly several times before an Entertainment what would be required of him. This was Gumbo’s special task, which no one else could perform. Bowser would happily administer a flogging but would not consider intercourse in public. He was not an animal, he said. Only Gumbo could do something like that. Gumbo did not do it for payment, or because he was ordered to do it. He did it because he loved his job.

But Gumbo refused outright to play his part in the planned Entertainment. At first Mrs Knott was surprised. He had never before demonstrated reluctance to participate in an Entertainment. Never before had he even shown any awareness that the female lead in such a display was a human being capable of thought and feeling. 

And yet on this occasion he said, “Gumbo not hurt Honey.” When Mrs Knott pressed him to elaborate, he added, “Honey nice.” Once made up, Gumbo’s mind could not be altered. He could not be forced to do it. Amanda would have been proud of his response.

Then he added innocently, “Manda nice.” It was this final detail which aroused Mrs Knott’s suspicion. Amanda had taught Gumbo too well. Mrs Knott spoke to Ronika, and Ronika told the manageress everything she knew. 

Mrs Knott turned white with anger. She was now faced with the humiliation of telling Alicia that her planned surprise would not be possible. Alicia would tell Mrs Carno. Mrs Knott would appear incompetent. Of what possible use was a manageress who could be manipulated by a pleasure slave? 

She would have to come up with an alternative plan: a simple flogging, perhaps, or the whipping post, or maybe the Saddle. But none of those alternatives would be as entertaining as using Gumbo. Mrs Knott knew that she had been outmanoeuvred. 

Then she had an idea. Amanda and Honey had performed together beautifully for Mr Henderson. Their Nenuphar Sandwich had been superb. Henderson had been delighted. There was no reason why Amanda and Honey should not put on a public performance, just the two of them. It would be a lesbian act, a display of all female love. It would satisfy Alicia’s desire to degrade Honey, and it would delight Mrs Knott’s gentleman customers. It would certainly require considerable training beforehand, for both the women, but there was still sufficient time for several intensive rehearsals before the next Wednesday evening. She sent for Amanda and Honey, to confront them. 

The fact that Mrs Knott’s anger seemed controlled made if no less frightening for Amanda and Honey. Mrs Knott could not allow pleasure slaves to subvert her staff, she said. Amanda had taken advantage of Gumbo’s mental weakness to manipulate him. They had abused the kindness and trust which Akkadis Leisure had shown them. Did they not realise how fortunate they were to be here? They were disgusting, dishonest, disloyal, promiscuous, selfish, manipulative and untrustworthy. Mrs Knott would not tolerate such behaviour at the Maidens of Nenuphar. It was a reputable house. They would have to face the consequences of their disgusting behaviour. They would both face the severest of punishments, a Twelve Up Twelve Down. Bowser would be instructed not to spare them at all. 

Amanda and Honey were both taken aback by the ferocity of Mrs Knott’s anger and the severity of their punishments. It was worse than they had imagined. They knew what a Twelve Up Twelve Down was. They would each be stretched over the flogging stool to receive a dozen strokes of the cane on her buttocks and then fastened to the whipping post to receive the same number to her breasts. All this would be administered publicly in the crowded Lounge Bar to entertain the crowd. It would be awful, absolutely terrible, they knew. Mr Bowser was very strong. They would endure it because they had no choice, but the punishment was inhuman, savage. Honey was close to tears. Amanda was too shocked even to weep. 

But there was worse to follow. Amanda’s presence at the Maidens of Nenuphar was no longer considered appropriate. She had proved herself unworthy. She would be sent to Seven Fountains Farm, the slave breeding farm which belonged to Akkadis Leisure. There she would be used to breed slave babies for the company. She could expect to remain there for up to twelve years and produce a dozen whelps. When her useful breeding life was over she would be sent to the Arena. 

As for Honey, she too would be sent for breeding. There were women at Seven Fountains Farm who had borne thirty babies for the company. Honey was still young. Perhaps she would set a new record before she too was eventually sent to the Arena.

Honeysuckle and Amanda looked at each other, aghast. To be sent for breeding was the worst horror. To be hooded and covered by an unknown male slave was degradation enough, but the thought of their future children being conceived and born in slavery was unendurable. They would be raised knowing no other life, with no knowledge of their parentage. Their daughters would be born and bred to be concubines if they were fortunate, or else pleasure slaves. In their turn they would be bred from, and their children and their children’s children would be used in the same way, perhaps forever. This was the horror which surpassed all others. It was worse, even, than being condemned to the Arena, which would at least mean a swift death.

They knew they were staring into an abyss from which there could be no return. Honey was weeping and gasping for breath, unable to speak. Amanda begged, she implored Mrs Knott for mercy. Had she and Honey not served all their customers properly? No gentlemen had ever complained about either of them! Yes, she deserved to be punished. She understood that. But surely not like this! They promised to be good. They would do everything that was ever required of them. They had learned their lesson. Truly, truly they were contrite. 

Mrs Knott remained stony faced. She sent them away. She would consider the matter and inform them of her decision later. 

They awaited Mrs Knott’s decision in utter misery. Amanda realised that instead of protecting her family she may have condemned her descendants to the horrors of servitude for untold generations. 

When the summons eventually came they went to Mrs Knott’s office and made obeisance in the Atkoi fashion, as if to a customer, touching their foreheads to the floor. They did not raise their heads until spoken to. They waited in silence to hear judgement passed upon them. 

Mrs Knott had decided to give them a chance. They would perform together, on a Wednesday evening, in an act of lesbian lovemaking. If their performance was good - and it would have to be exceptionally good - their punishment would be reconsidered.

Amanda and Honey thanked Mrs Knott profusely for her generosity. Their performance would be good, they promised. They made obeisance again, and then they were sent straight to Ronika to begin practising at once. 

In the meantime Mrs Knott contacted Alicia. The owner’s daughter was satisfied with the proposed new arrangement. The manageress breathed a sigh of relief. For the moment at least, the manageress was out of trouble.


28: DANGEROUS LIAISONS

Plazak, Mara Filomena, Miss. Attorney General of the Commonwealth of Akkadis 3002-3028.

Government Gazette (Government Stationery Office: Akkadis, 3031)

It was Wednesday night at the Maidens of Nenuphar and the lounge bar was full. 

Before the show began, the large room had been filled with the usual hubbub of voices, laughter, the clinking of glasses and the sound of gentlemen waiting to be entertained. Pretty waitresses hurried back and forth, serving drinks. 

Now the show was underway and the room was quieter, with only an occasional murmur of approval. The lights had been dimmed so that the lounge bar was dark, except for a pool of light on the little stage where two women, both entirely bare, were performing. 

Honeysuckle lifted her hips from the floor, gasping and whimpering delightedly in response to Amanda’s probing, stroking fingers. She tried to force all thought of the audience from her mind.

In a dimly lit and secluded alcove, a woman, perhaps in her forties and wearing a wig and a headscarf, sat discreetly, alone, watching the stage. She had arrived in large dark glasses which she had dared to remove only when the act began and the lights were dimmed. Dressed as she was, her closest friends or colleagues would not have recognised her. 

That was her intention. The woman’s name was Mara Plazak and she was most anxious to remain anonymous. She was a successful and highly respected lawyer, well paid and now approaching the height of her career. She had everything to lose should the scandal of her unescorted presence in such a place as this become publicly known. Her career, professional status, social standing, friends and even family would be lost to her. Akkadis was a conservative community and although it was accepted that some women might become successful professionals, any hint of promiscuity or unnatural taste would certainly ruin her. Slave girls existed to satisfy the desires of men, but ladies were expected to be just that: ladies, chaste in thought and deed, and when they were not being chaste they should at least be heterosexual.

Miss Plazak was neither. Since her early youth she had believed herself the equal of any man and her career success had, she considered, proved her right. She knew that men visited such places as this, so why should she too not explore the delights they afforded?

And they certainly did afford delight. She watched the stage carefully. The compere had said that the two girls were in fact mother and daughter. They were certainly very similar in appearance, although Miss Plazak wondered whether the older one was really old enough to be the mother of the younger. The age difference between them did not appear to be sufficient. But whether or not they were related they were both remarkably attractive. 

Miss Plazak employed a secretary, an attractive young woman about whom she enjoyed fantasising. But either of these two girls was easily more attractive than her secretary. Both were blonde, with beautiful faces and gorgeous figures, tall and slender, with curving hips, slim waists and full, firm breasts. 

Although Miss Plazak considered herself the equal of any man and superior of most, she did not ascribe the same lofty value to all women. The slaves at the Maidens and similar establishments obviously belonged in servitude, she thought. She took another sip of her drink. This was her fourth visit to the Maidens on a Wednesday night, and the best performance she had yet seen. A few weeks ago there was a young Imperial girl who was caned. The time before that, she had watched a horrible creature, vaguely human, some sort of xenogene probably, having sexual relations with a wriggling, squealing slave girl. Another time, a girl was put onto a device they called the Saddle. 

After the main performance there were always girls on the stage, dancing. The Maidens of Nenuphar certainly knew how to put on a good show. 

Mara Plazak felt more relaxed, now. Although there were very few ladies in the audience, no one had remarked upon her presence or paid much attention to it. At first she had been fearful of discovery. She had chosen The Maidens out of all such establishments because it was on the furthest side of the huge city to her own home and office.

The two girls on the stage had undressed one another and were now kissing and fondling each other. They were naked, although the younger girl wore nipple rings. This was followed by a comprehensive display of lesbian lovemaking. There was something very compelling about their performance. It was convincing, as though they were genuinely inhibited and ashamed to be performing together in this way. The thought that they might truly be mother and daughter, performing under real duress, aroused Miss Plazak still further. 

For Honey, even the rehearsals with no audience except Ronika or Mrs Knott, had been a torment of humiliation. Now she tried to close her mind to the knowledge that Alicia and Jak and two or three hundred other men and several women were watching her. She closed her eyes and whimpered and thrust her hips forward again as she felt Amanda’s finger rhythmically moving. She and Amanda had been made to rehearse their routine over and over again. Next, she knew, they would be kissing and sucking each other’s breasts and then pudenda. After that it would be the dildo. 

Honey had blushed when Ronika had first shown her the instrument. She guessed what it must be for. They had found it was not painful, if inserted gradually. But to pretend to enjoy it, to squeal and yelp in feigned delight before an audience at once amused, aroused, disgusted and contemptuous, was utter torment. 

At last it was over. Amanda and Honey knelt to the audience and made obeisance. The bright lights which shone on the stage dimmed, and the audience clapped, cheered and called for more. Mercifully Mrs Knott did not require them to perform an encore. She would keep the audience hungry for more. While they were still applauding, Miss Plazak ordered another glass of wine. It would be her last that evening. She must remain in control. She already felt a little light headed. 

It was Carys who took her order, curtsied and hurried to do her bidding. To Miss Plazak’s surprise, the drink was brought to her table by the manageress herself. On the stage, the two young women had been replaced by six dancing girls, dressed only in white bikinis and number badges. The bikinis glowed brightly in the intense purple light on the stage. The girls were Miranda, Roxie, Leah, Bekka, Mindi and Anthea.

Mrs Knott introduced herself and after some preliminary small talk asked Miss Plazak whether she would like to meet any of the girls personally. Miss Plazak’s heart was beating furiously. She was about to enter into dangerous territory.

“Yes,” she said. “Number thirty-seven. The blonde girl, who performed this evening. The daughter. I want to… take her upstairs.” Miss Plazak had heard the expression used. 

To Miss Plazak’s relief, Mrs Knott expressed no surprise. She simply said. “Of course, Madam. Yes, she’s a lovely girl, very sweet. You’ll like her. Her name is Honeysuckle. She’ll be thrilled to bits when I tell her.”

Honey had already been booked for that evening, but a time and day was agreed and Miss Plazak was told about a discreet entrance she could use which did not require her to enter through the lounge. Miss Plazak was grateful. Mrs Knott seemed to understand everything. 

That night Amanda and Honey did not sleep. Neither of them yet knew whether Mrs Knott’s fury would be assuaged by their performance or whether a horrible punishment still awaited them both. They guessed that they would learn their fate the following morning.

They were correct. After breakfast Petra told them to report immediately to Mrs Knott. They went to her office and knelt humbly and contritely to await her verdict. 

Mrs Knott was pleased with their performance, but she had no intention of telling Honeysuckle and Amanda so. As a manageress she prided herself on knowing how to get the best out of her staff. 

Instead she told them that their performance had been an adequate first step. Their punishments were to be postponed, for the time being at least. If they both continued to try their very best to make amends, their punishments might be reduced and eventually perhaps even reconsidered altogether. But they were certainly not out of trouble yet. Their conduct would have to be exemplary henceforth. They would be performing similar lesbian displays in future Entertainment Nights. Mrs Knott would be thinking of ways in which to improve their act still further. 

There was also a brief message from Alicia. Their show had been amusing. They were to receive a tip of five solidi, to be shared between them.

Honey and Amanda thanked Mrs Knott profusely.  

The day and the hour of Miss Plazak’s appointment had arrived. 

A smiling, cheerful Binka, accompanied by Honey, who was terrified but trying her best to smile anyway, escorted the lady to one of the private rooms. Miss Plazak was pleased to see that the door could be bolted on the inside. This was a detail which had concerned her. The door was very solid. It looked soundproof. No one could possibly interrupt them, not without the master key. A tray with wine and glasses had been provided. Binka curtsied to Miss Plazak and departed. 

Left alone with Honey, Miss Plazak turned her stern gaze on the pretty blonde. It was an expression she had often successfully used on professional rivals or their clients, to unsettle them. After a few moments of silence, a pause calculated to establish her command of the situation, Miss Plazak said, “Remove your top, girl.” 

It was extremely important, Miss Plazak knew, to establish from the very beginning that she was the mistress and Honey was the slave. These girls were trained to obey and please and defer to men, but they might take advantage of a woman who allowed them to do so. She had been warned of this by an acquaintance who shared her tastes and interests and she was determined not to suffer the humiliation of having a pleasure slave take advantage of her. 

Miss Plazak had removed her scarf, wig and dark glasses. She had noticed a cane hanging from a hook on the back of the door. There was a dildo provided, too. Miss Plazak was pleased. She had been too embarrassed to bring such a thing with her. 

Honeysuckle obediently removed her top. She stood blushing shyly as Miss Plazak scrutinised her. The girl had excellent breasts, Miss Plazak thought, firm, full hemispheres, pert and thrusting. Her blonde hair was shining. Her waist was slim and her stomach flat and smooth.

Miss Plazak felt a thrill of pleasure. This must be what men felt when they came to a place like this and hired a girl like this. Now she, Mara Plazak, felt it too, the power, the thrill that made her heart leap and hot blood course through her veins so powerfully that it almost made her dizzy. She felt more alive than she had ever felt. Why had she never done this before? She could afford it. Why had she wasted years of pleasure?

“Fetch me that cane,” she said. 

Terrified, Honey curtsied and said, “Yes, ma’am.” She fetched it and handed it to Miss Plazak. 

Honey stood straight and still, eyeing the cane with profound nervousness. Miss Plazak flexed the cane and tested its weight and then used it to lift Honey’s chin and turn her cheek, first to the left and then to the right. Honey tried to look into the lady’s face. Was she angry? She looked severe. Honey hoped the lady was not going to cane her breasts. She looked away quickly, not daring to meet Miss Plazak’s eyes.

Miss Plazak thoughtfully stroked Honeysuckle’s breasts with the tip of the cane. 

“What is your name, girl?” she asked. 

“Honeysuckle, if you please, ma’am.”

“It will serve.” Miss Plazak paused a moment. “When a man brings you to a room like this, Honeysuckle, I imagine you take considerable care to be obedient and submissive to his will.” 

“Yes, ma’am,” said Honey.

“Do you imagine that I will be any easier to please than a man?”

“Oh no, ma’am, no ma’am,” said Honey anxiously.

“Do you imagine that I will be forgiving, if you prove less than satisfactory?”

“No, ma’am. No ma’am,” said Honey, shaking her head.

“Then I believe that we understand each other,” Miss Plazak said slowly. Although she maintained her severe expression she was delighted with Honey’s responses. The girl was very well trained. “Remove your skirt,” said Miss Plazak.

Honey loosened the cord which fastened the long, slim skirt, allowing it to drop carelessly to the floor in the way she had been taught. She knew she would have to satisfy the woman’s disgusting desires and appear happy to do so. The lady must never guess at the revulsion Honey felt. It was worse than serving a man. It was not merely unchaste and immoral. It was unnatural. This was where her mother’s disobedience had led them, Honey thought bitterly. 

“And the panties,” said Miss Plazak. These were fastened with tiny bows, one each side, which Honey pulled. She blushed as Miss Plazak scrutinised her body, smooth and entirely bare now. The girl had been plucked of all body hair, Miss Plazak noted with approval. Her legs were smooth and toned. She was blushing prettily.

“Listen to me very carefully, Honeysuckle,” said Miss Plazak. “My name is Mrs Grant. You will never tell anyone I have been here. If you do, then quite simply I will have you destroyed. I will know that you are responsible. I will purchase you and I will have you sent to the Arena and Mr Smirke and his zebras will make short work of you. I can afford to purchase you very easily. It wouldn’t even make a dent in my income. Do you understand me quite clearly, Honeysuckle?”

Honey nodded and said “Yes, ma’am, Yes, ma’am. I won’t tell a soul. I promise, ma’am.” She clearly took the threat very seriously.

“For your sake, I hope not,” replied Miss Plazak. “You will not find me easy to please, but if you are good, if you are very good, you will find that I am generous,” she concluded. 

“Yes, ma’am. Yes, Mrs Grant. Thank you, ma’am,” said Honey. 

“Now go to the bed. I would like a massage. I believe you are trained.”

“Yes, ma’am.” 

In her office, Mrs Knott watched with satisfaction. Honey was performing well. More importantly, the so-called Mrs Grant was going to considerable lengths to remain anonymous. Clearly she had a lot to lose. That meant Mrs Knott had a lot to gain. 

Mrs Knott was recording the whole encounter. She already had a very interesting collection of audio-visual recordings of various gentlemen with Maidens girls. They included the nephew of a senator, an oligarch, the wealthy Imperial visitor Henderson and every wealthy, influential or powerful man who had visited the Maidens in the last two years. The so-called Mrs Grant, who was obviously using a false name, was the first lady she had recorded.

Mrs Knott had no savings, no stocks or shares, no bonds, no real estate and no pension fund. Instead she had only her collection of audio-visual recordings of clients. She had once heard a lawyer speak of something called ‘intellectual property,’ and she thought of her recordings as her portfolio of intellectual property. They were her ‘knowledge based financial securities.’ 

When old Mr Carno was alive, she had not needed such things. She had had a good job. Mr Carno trusted her. Now, because of his widow, she could lose everything. That was why she needed her portfolio. If she was ever ruined she would bring down Mrs Carno with her. The scandal would ruin Akkadis Leisure. No one would believe that Mrs Carno was unaware of what was happening. 

Mrs Knott was no fool. She knew that some of these men were very dangerous. She would begin by blackmailing Mrs Carno herself. Mrs Knott would make it plain that if anything happened to her, the recordings would be sent out automatically to wherever they would do most damage. That would be her life assurance. 

Mrs Knott had no intention of threatening anyone just yet. There was no hurry. She was still refining her plan and adding to her collection. She watched the so-called Mrs Grant with Honey on the bed, in the large bath, and on the bed again. Honey was kneeling between Mrs Grant’s thighs, slowly and lovingly licking her labia. Honey’s head was bobbing gently up and down. Her arms were stretched forward so that she could simultaneously massage the lady’s nipples. Mrs Grant was clearly enjoying herself at considerable length. The recording would certainly make interesting viewing for someone, one day. Mrs Knott smirked. She wondered whether there was a Mr Grant. 

The lady was becoming more talkative, almost friendly, as the evening progressed. Perhaps she would become a regular customer. Perhaps she would even let slip a clue about her real identity. 

She told Honey to pour her a glass of wine. “Get one for yourself, too, Honey,” she added. 

Honey hesitated, but Miss Plazak reassured her. “It’s all right. I’ve hired you for the whole evening. You won’t be…having any other customers tonight. Here, come and lie beside me again. Do that thing you did before. With my nipples. Yes, like that. Oh, yes, that’s good. Yes, good girl.”

Later she said, “Now tell me about yourself. How did you end up here? Were you born in servitude, or sold by your parents, or what?”

Honey smiled and took a deep draught of the wine. She was intelligent and could be charming, a talent she had inherited from her mother. Talking was certainly preferable to the alternative and so she talked until late. They lay together naked on the bed and finished the wine. When Mara Plazak left the Maidens she gave Honeysuckle a tip of fifty solidi. 

As Honey knelt to accept it, she said “Mrs Grant, please come back. See me again. Please,” and Miss Plazak could hear the sincerity in her voice.


29: CAN YOU FORGIVE HER?

Whether a pretty woman grants or withholds her favours, she always likes to be asked for them.

Ovid: Ars Amatoria

It was early in the evening and the Maidens was fairly quiet. Jak sat at Table 16. Beside the table stood Amanda and Honeysuckle, with Ronika who had brought them to the table.

Jak was grinning and leering at his two victims. “I want to see your tits. Take off your tops. Both of you,” he said coarsely. 

Amanda and Honey obeyed without delay. They stood perfectly straight, blushing beneath his gaze. They each glanced at his features, trying to read his expression and guess his intentions. They knew they were both still in terrible trouble. Perhaps if Jak was pleased with them their situation would be mitigated a little. Jak had influence. Desperately they hoped for some sign of approval from him. 

He seemed undecided. “The skirts too,” he said. The two young women unfastened their brief wrap skirts and allowed them to slip to the ground in the approved manner. They stood blushing beneath his unhurried scrutiny, awaiting his verdict. His eyes lingered on their breasts and then moved down to their waists, noting their smooth flesh and their crisp sharp Rose Garden brands. Finally he said to Ronika, “All right. I’ll have them both.” Amanda and Honey felt relieved. 

Just a few months ago the thought of disrobing and standing naked for the inspection of any man, let alone Jak Zadkine, would have been unthinkable, the humiliation unendurable. But that was before their arrest, their branding, their obedience training and their sale to the Maidens. Everything had changed now. Honey and Amanda themselves had changed. They were slaves. Their shame was mingled with relief. That was what it meant to be a slave: to disrobe at a man’s command and to look into his eyes and hope above all to see some hint of approval in his expression. 

“You can go,” said Jak to Ronika, who curtsied and left. She too was a slave, although one who was in authority over other slaves.

“Sit here, next to me. One each side. No, you fool, leave the clothes where they are.” Amanda and Honey obeyed. They sat close to him, with their bodies pressed against his.

“Thank you for choosing us, Jak,” said Honey. “I was hoping you would come for me.” She spoke the words she had planned in case this nightmare moment ever happened. She had guessed it might, but she had not realised that Amanda would be with her. 

Jak squeezed Amanda’s breast and she closed her eyes and mouthed a silent, “Oh!”

“I want a Sandwich,” he said, standing. They knew that Jak was not ordering food. Amanda and Honey had been warned that since their performance last Wednesday night they would in all likelihood be required to provide many Nenuphar Sandwiches. 

“Oh sir, yes!” said Honey. 

“Thank you, thank you, sir,” said Amanda. Mother and daughter alike seemed suffused with joy.

At the cash desk, Amanda held one of Jak’s arms affectionately in both her hands. Honey rested her cheek on Jak’s shoulder. Once, long ago, Jak had pestered Honey to go out with him and Honey had rejected him. Those days were gone now, Amanda knew. Tonight Jak would use them both as whores and they would both try their utmost to see that he enjoyed every moment of his evening. 

Later, upstairs, Jak said, “Spread your legs….No, not like that. Hold your ankles. Higher. Wider. That’s better.” Amanda sensed the tone of irritation in his voice and hurried to obey his every command. “Keep your ankles wide. And high.” Amanda’s arms and ankles ached. It was uncomfortable, but Jak was in no hurry. He seemed to be making it last as long as possible. Even when he finally rolled off her, Jak was not finished. “Now with your tongue,” he said. “No, not you. I want Honey now.” 

“Yes, sir,” said Honey, hurrying to obey. 

From her office, Mrs Knott watched with approval. She was not recording it, but she was pleased that Amanda and Honey were learning the skills they would need to survive in their new lives. 

Mr Granicus had complained about Ana, despite her best attempts to mollify him. 

Ana had tried very hard to make Mr Granicus pleased with her. The pretty brunette tried hard with all her customers but she had tried especially hard with Mr Granicus because she knew that he was angry with her because she had squirmed away from him. She did her very best to make sure Mr Granicus enjoyed her. Afterwards she slid down to his crotch, lovingly licking it clean and covering it with caressing kisses. She sensed that he liked that. She wondered if his visits to the Maidens were the only times when his manhood, or indeed any part of Mr Granicus, were ever cleaned. The smell of this part of his body was worse than his odour generally. 

Ana had very nearly succeeded in assuaging Mr Granicus’s anger. He had not complained about her immediately. It was only a week later that he spoke to Mrs Knott, after he had returned to the Maidens and chosen Mindi to entertain him. Mindi had told him that although it was extremely rare for a girl at the Maidens to be rude to a gentleman, if it ever did happen the manageress needed to know about it so she could make sure such a thing never happened again.

And so Mr Granicus had spoken to Mrs Knott. Mrs Knott listened to his story and apologised wholeheartedly. Then, bristling with anger, she sent for Ana. 

Ana was terrified. This was not how a Maidens of Nenuphar girl conducted herself, the manageress ranted. Maidens girls must always be courteous, charming, sweet, loving and obedient. Every Maidens girl understood that it was an honour and a privilege to serve any gentleman who chose her for his entertainment. Maidens girls remembered their motto: ‘We love to love.’  Rudeness could never be tolerated. Never. It was fortunate indeed that the gentleman concerned had chosen to return to the Maidens. There were any number of other pleasure houses in Akkad City to which he could have given his custom. The Maidens of Nenuphar might have lost a very good, regular customer because of Ana’s discourtesy.

Ana apologised profusely, but Mrs Knott had already reached a decision. There had not been a flogging at the Maidens for some weeks, when Aimee had been stretched over the stool. The gentlemen liked a flogging every so often. It was time for another one. Mrs Knott had been obliged to cancel the last one, a fact which still rankled with her. The fact that Ana was almost five months pregnant would add a certain piquancy to the spectacle, Mrs Knott thought. The gentlemen always enjoyed something a little different. Of course there was a chance that it might damage the whelp she was carrying, but the company did not mind taking occasional risks. 

Ana was due to be sent to the breeding farm soon anyway, to have her baby. A good whipping would generate some custom for her in her remaining weeks at the Maidens. And because of Ana’s pregnancy and because she happened to have especially fine breasts, the manageress decided that on this occasion the whipping post would be used instead of the flogging stool.

It was Wednesday night. The lounge bar of the Maidens was crowded. Ana was on the stage, strapped to the post. 

She was bare except for a white towel which was wrapped around her and tucked in, which covered her from her breasts down to the top of her thighs. She looked lovely, Mrs Knott thought. The gentlemen would be impressed. Her hair was arranged in kittentails and tied with bright yellow ribbons. She wore a gag and a blindfold, but they could not conceal the beauty of her features. 

Ana stood with her back to the post and her hands raised above her head. They had been lifted high, drawn behind the post and strapped together. The strap passed over a hook embedded firmly in the back of the whipping post so that she could not lower her arms. 

A wide leather collar had been fastened around Ana’s neck so that she could not look down.  The customers of the Maidens of Nenuphar would want to see her face. 

There was a crossbar just below her feet, fixed to the whipping post. It was almost a yard long. Ana’s feet only just reached the crossbar. Her ankles were stretched wide apart and fastened to straps at each end of the crossbar. Ana was obliged to stretch her legs perfectly straight and stand on her tiptoes to relieve some of the weight on her arms. She whimpered and squirmed uncomfortably. 

Ana was grateful for the towel but she wished it had been a wider one which covered more of her thighs. She feared that because it was so short and she was on the raised stage, and she could not press her legs together, the spectators would be able to see that she was wearing nothing underneath it. Worse still was the possibility that Bowser might simply remove the towel. Ana could see nothing through the blindfold but she knew that Mr Bowser was on the stage with her.

Bowser checked his handiwork. He was satisfied. It was time to begin. 

Ana’s fears were proved correct. Bowser reached out and plucked away the towel. Ana squealed in protest through the gag but the sound was hardly audible as the audience cheered their approval. 

Mrs Knott was also watching with satisfaction. The girl looked absolutely lovely, she thought. Ana was stretched out as tightly as if she were on a frame. Gravity itself was doing the work. Ana was hanging by her wrists from the whipping post so that her breasts were lifted and thrust pertly forward from her slender torso. Her long slim legs were spread invitingly wide and her toes were clinging precariously to the crossbar below her feet. Her head was lifted proudly by the collar. Her mons was plucked perfectly smooth and her labia presented for the delight of the crowd. A little to their left and up, the Rose Garden brand was clearly visible. The curving bulge of Ana’s stomach, five months pregnant, was thrust unmistakably forward.

Bowser was going to use the chabouk instead of the rattan. The gentlemen liked some variety and Mrs Knott always found that the chabouk had a salutary effect on all the girls. It would put an end to the current spate of rudeness and disobedience once and for all, she thought.

Bowser lifted the terrible instrument for the spectators to see. It was made of hard, stiff leather and it was over a yard long. The handle was as thick as a man’s finger and it tapered to a long narrow tip.

The audience murmured in appreciation and amusement. They knew that such a whip could be applied with considerable power. Its tip could be made to slice through the air at great speed and cut into the girl’s flesh with terrible, ruthless force. They were interested to see Ana’s response.

Ana heard the murmur and the laughter. From beneath her blindfold she could not interpret their meaning, but she feared that they boded ill.

Bowser reached out with the tip of the chabouk and tickled Ana’s left nipple.

She was taken by surprise. She squealed in protest and tried to squirm away, an effort which was naturally doomed to fail. One of her feet slipped from the crossbar and she yelped more loudly as her full weight was suddenly hanging from her wrists and her arms were tugged sharply upwards. She squirmed in discomfort and tried desperately to regain her toehold on the crossbar. 

The audience laughed, but Bowser appeared to lose his temper. He was not truly annoyed. He had expected this, but his profession occasionally required some acting skills. Furiously he raised the chabouk and brought it down in a vicious stroke across Ana’s thighs, just as she had managed to place a foot back onto the crossbar. She squealed in pain and slipped from the crossbar again. As she struggled frantically to regain her precarious perch, Bowser again brought the chabouk down across her thighs. Ana yelped and squealed in helpless panic. Through her gag she was trying frantically to apologise but her words emerged only as a series of mewing whimpers.

At last she managed to replace both her feet on the crossbar and stood panting and terrified, with her legs stretched taut and wide and her breasts thrust out and rising and falling as she gasped for breath. Bowser did not raise the whip again. He had established his point, and Ana understood it. No matter what happened, she must keep her feet on the crossbar.  

Instead, he took her nipple between his thumb and forefinger, squeezing and massaging it. Ana squealed vocally through her gag at this indignity and tried to twist her body away from him, but she nevertheless managed to retain her foothold.

He pursued this joke a little further, stroking Ana’s labia and inserting his finger. She squealed more loudly still and squirmed more vigorously, but was careful this time not to allow her toes slip from the crossbar. The audience laughed again, more loudly. When Bowser inserted his finger more deeply, Ana yelped and wriggled more energetically still. The audience laughed once more.

Bowser did not repeat the gesture again. Instead, he removed the blindfold. It was time to begin.

For the first time, Ana saw the scene which surrounded her. The lounge bar of the Maidens was full to capacity with men of every description. There must have been two hundred spectators or more. She noticed several gentlemen she had seen before and many she had not. Roxie was due to be dancing later in the evening and a group of her former students had come to watch. There were also several Atkoi. There were even one or two women, including Mrs Grant, the lady who had hired Honey. Mr Granicus was there, watching. Ashamed, Ana could meet the eyes of none of them.

Then she saw Mr Bapan. He was sitting at a table with Mindi. Mindi was pouring his drink and smiling and whispering something in his ear. Mr Bapan looked at Ana and laughed.

Overwhelmed by shame and a sense of betrayal, but unable to hide or even turn away, Ana closed her eyes.   

Mrs Knott allowed the customers to drink in the scene for a few moments. Then she spoke. “When you’re ready, Mr Bowser. A dozen strokes across the breasts. Firm to hard, if you please.”

The audience murmured with approval. 


30: CAUSE AND EFFECT

No man is a hypocrite in his pleasure.

Samuel Johnson

It was going to be worse, far worse than Ana had expected. She had hoped it would be only six strokes. Physically, Bowser was very strong. Ana was very afraid. 

Bowser raised his chabouk for the first stroke. He did indeed intend to apply it firmly. There was no possible reason not to. 

Ana turned her head towards Bowser and whimpered audibly in terror. These would be worse than the strokes across her thighs, she knew. She closed her eyes and heard the whistle of the whip as it cut through the air and the sharp ‘crack’ as it cut into the flesh of her breasts. 

Then Ana forgot all about the discomfort in her arms. She forgot her humiliation and betrayal and she forgot about Mr Bapan and Mindi and Mr Granicus. She was writhing in pain and yelping and squealing vociferously through the gag and twisting energetically and wriggling. She was arching her back and alternately thrusting her breasts forward and then shaking them from side to side. Nothing mitigated the pain, nothing at all. Her toes slipped from the crossbar again. She did not care that the audience were cheering and laughing as her breasts bounced provocatively up and down. She knew only pain.

Bowser waited for Ana to settle down and regain her position. Then he raised the chabouk again. Ana was trying desperately to apologise for what she had done and to beg for mercy. She was whimpering and shaking her head so sincerely and so piteously that Bowser lowered the whip again, grinning, as if he intended to show his victim some mercy. The whimpers subsided a little. Then he raised the whip again and Ana began urgently whimpering once more, and again Bowser lowered the vicious instrument.

But Bowser did not prolong the game. The audience might become bored. He raised the chabouk again. Again Ana desperately shook her head, whimpering in fear. 

Then Bowser delivered the second stroke. 

Two weeks later, Mr Granicus returned to the Maidens. He had booked Ana.

Ana had been fully booked for over a week after the whipping, serving several gentlemen every night. The other girls were also been busier than usual. Ana was relieved. Mrs Knott was pleased with her and she would certainly achieve her target this week.

When Mr Granicus arrived and ordered a drink, Ana was told to take it to his table. Mrs Knott accompanied her.

“Oh, how lovely to see you, Mr Granicus,” said Mrs Knott. “I was so glad you could come to watch our little entertainment the other Wednesday. And Ana is pleased to see you again too, aren’t you, dear?”

Ana knew what was expected of her next. She had rehearsed everything. She sank to her knees and touched her forehead to the floor at Mr Granicus’s feet.

“Sir, thank you for having me disciplined,” said Ana. “I deserved it. I am very sorry I behaved like that. It won’t happen again. I promise. I really am very sorry I displeased you.”

Granicus grinned. “It’s all right. Actually I wasn’t really displeased.” This was entirely true. Granicus had not considered the matter particularly important. He would have forgotten the incident if Mindi had not reminded him and suggested he report it. 

Ana made obeisance again, this time in genuine gratitude. “Thank you, sir. Thank you sir. Thank you, sir,” she said.

Mrs Knott smiled. Perhaps the girl had learned her lesson. “That really is very generous of you, Mr Granicus,” said the manageress. “And I think Ana has something else to say.”

Ana was still kneeling. “Yes, sir. Sir, I’ve been learning a new dance. I was hoping you would like to watch it. May I go to the stage now and dance for you?” Ana glanced at Mrs Knott, hoping the manageress would be satisfied with her recitation.

“Yes,” said Granicus. “You may. But first, I think I’d like to see your breasts. Take off your top.”

Obediently Ana unbuttoned her short cropped waistcoat and removed it. Granicus looked at her breasts. They were firm, shapely hemispheres. The bruises were beginning to heal. They were still clearly visible, but they were no longer swollen. Immediately after the flogging they had been a single reddish purple welt. Now they were twelve separate narrow stripes, brownish purple in colour and fading to yellow at their edges. 

Granicus held one of Ana’s breasts. She looked into his eyes and smiled as if enjoying his attention. He squeezed. Ana winced. It was still painful. She was not surprised that he wanted to fondle her. Many men had kneaded her breasts in the last two weeks.

Granicus had satisfied his curiosity. “All right,” he said. “Go and dance now.” Ana stood and retrieved her top. “No,” said Granicus. “You can dance topless.” 

“Oh, I think Ana can do better than that, Mr Granicus,” interjected Mrs Knott. “Ana would like to dance for you completely bare. It’s her way of saying ‘Thank you’ for being so understanding. Ana, take off your skirt too, and then you can show Mr Granicus your new dance.”

“Yes, ma’am, yes, sir. Thank you, sir,” said Ana. Shyly she curtsied and removed her skirt and hurried to obey, completely bare.

Ana danced a tsittandi, an Atkoi slave dance. It was an energetic dance and very uncomfortable for the pregnant Ana, but she tried her best to smile sweetly at Mr Granicus.

And all the while, Mrs Knott watched. She saw Ana catch Mr Granicus’s eye and wave at him and wink suggestively. It was a pretty gesture, Mrs Knott thought. Later, when Granicus took Ana up to a private room upstairs, Mrs Knott watched on a screen in her office. 

The manageress was satisfied. It would not be necessary to punish the girl further.    

A few days later, Amanda, Honeysuckle and Ana were summoned to Mrs Knott’s office. The three girls knelt, wondering whether the manageress was still angry with them despite their respective punishments. Hearing footsteps they tensed, making sure they were kneeling straight and perfectly upright. 

Mrs Knott entered, together with a smartly dressed gentleman. He wore a business suit and carried a walking cane, a black rod with a gold finial. The manageress invited the gentleman to sit and then said, “These are the three girls. That’s the filly of the blonde one.” She indicated Honey as she spoke. 

The man nodded. Honey and Amanda had both seen him before. He had been sitting near the front the previous evening, when Petra had sent them to the stage to dance for him. The man had merely looked at them. At one point he had withdrawn a small notebook from his pocket and written some notes. Then he had simply left. 

The three slaves eyed the man’s rod nervously. Were they to be punished? Or was the rod merely an affectation, an accessory which some formally dressed men occasionally carried on Akkadis? 

Amanda, Honey and Ana were ordered to disrobe. The man examined them thoroughly and dispassionately. He looked at their faces and figures, their breasts, thighs, legs and buttocks, but he did not appear to derive any personal satisfaction from it. His interest seemed more professional, almost scientific. 

One at a time the three women were required to lie on a table while the gentleman prodded and pressed their stomachs and deeply probed their intimate parts. It was Amanda’s turn first. “She’s very well preserved,” the man remarked. “I see you’ve had her breasts done,” he added. “It won’t matter, though.” Amanda did not understand the remark, but she dared not interrupt him. 

When he examined Honey, he said. “I can see where she gets her looks from. You’ve done her breasts too, I see.” 

When it was Ana’s turn, he noticed the stripes but did not comment on them. Ana gasped as he pressed her stomach firmly and slowly. “Five months, you say? Yes, I suppose it’s time I took her,” he commented. He enquired about their ages, weight and other statistics, all of which Mrs Knott had available. Eventually he said, “Good. They’ll do. We need new blood. I’ll send the van tomorrow. Have them ready early. The gravid one and the dam, I mean. Not the filly, obviously. She can stay here for a few years yet.”

The man left. Ana and Honey were both weeping, mortified but not understanding what had just happened. It was Amanda who plucked up the courage to ask Mrs Knott, “Please, ma’am, excuse me, ma’am, but are we being sent… somewhere?”

“Somewhere? No, you’re not being sent Somewhere,” smiled Mrs Knott, amused by her own joke. “That was Mr Iratest, the farm manager. You’re going to the Farm! You’re going to Seven Fountains!”


31: A REMEMBRANCE OF THINGS PAST

Son, may you be happier than your father. 

Sophocles

On her first evening at Seven Fountains Farm, Amanda saw Nessie.

Amanda and Ana had been woken early at the Maidens of Nenuphar, tied, gagged, hooded and left in the hall. For a very long time, nothing happened. Then they were taken to the van, a landcar with covered sides. They lay on some sacks on the floor of the van. They could see nothing, but the sacks smelled of ‘Happy Pig’ pellets.

The vehicle began moving. In Akkad City and its environs the plascreted roads were firm and smooth, but as time passed they realised that they must be travelling on unmade roads and later on rough farm tracks. Ana gasped in discomfort every time the vehicle jolted over a particularly large bump. 

It was late afternoon by the time they reached the farm. They were unhooked and told to shower. They were each issued with underwear and a plain grey dress with the badge of Akkadis Leisure on the back and front. The dresses could be adjusted to fit a wearer who was heavily pregnant. Next they were taken to a small room and told to wait for the Medical Supervisor. 

When he arrived, Amanda and Ana stood and curtsied, but Amanda’s heart sank with dismay and she had to force herself not to show outwardly the loathing she felt. The Supervisor was Dr Sebastian Nargal.

Nargal examined Ana first. He confirmed that she was expecting a girl. She would be allowed to have the baby. Ana was relieved. The journey had been very arduous for her, but every mile that separated her from the Maidens made her feel a little better. She would be away from that horrible place until her baby was born and for several months afterwards. Most important of all, Akkadis Leisure seemed to value the baby. Ana wanted her baby to live. It was all that remained of Piers. Saving their baby was all that she could do for him now. Nargal said that Ana would be allowed to look after the baby while she remained at the farm. After that, Akkadis Leisure would look after it for her. Ana need worry about nothing. If she was ever sent back to the farm, she might even be able to see the child again. Ana hoped with all her heart that she could do so.

But Amanda was sunk in despair. She could not bear the thought of being covered and inseminated by a stud and made to bear a child who would know nothing except servitude, a child who would know nothing of her forebears, her family or her heritage. 

And there was a worse possibility still. Amanda was not young, like Ana. Ana would be returned to the Maidens when she was judged ready, a few months after she had whelped, as Nargal disgustingly expressed it. Ana was considered to have many years of useful life as a pleasure slave remaining to her. But Amanda was different. At almost thirty-nine years of age she might be kept at the farm, perhaps for years, to breed one baby after another. 

To make matters worse, Nargal seemed very pleased with Amanda. He spoke to a male assistant who was making notes. “She’s well preserved, isn’t she? A splendid looking creature,” Nargal said, lifting Amanda’s chin and turning her head. “Her features are quite exquisite. She’s got a daughter at the Maidens of Nenuphar, too, you know. A useful little filly. Damn good in the sack, too. I’ve had them both. We must get a few more whelps out of this one. It would be a criminal waste not to.” Nargal’s assistant agreed with him. 

Amanda remained silent. It was not her place to comment. She simply stood, naked and burning with shame as they discussed her as though she were an animal. 

Nargal gave Amanda a number of injections, a powerful cocktail of drugs intended to clear her body of contraceptives, restore her monthly cycle, increase her fertility and make it more likely that when she did fall pregnant it was with a girl rather than a boy. Boys were no use to Akkadis Leisure. 

Nargal gave Amanda one further disappointing piece of information: Tom was not at Seven Fountains. He was at one of Akkadis Leisure’s other farms. Nargal gave Amanda a proprietorial slap on the buttocks. “Put your clothes on now, girl. You’re going to your dorm. You can meet the other girls there.”

It was in the dormitory that Amanda saw Nessie.  At first, Amanda could not be certain that it really was Nessie. She had not seen Michael’s former slave girl for nineteen years, and those years had not been as kind to Nessie as they had to Amanda.

Nessie spoke first. “Hello, Amanda,” she said.

Amanda hesitated. “Nessie?” she asked.

“Yes.”

It was an awkward moment for Amanda. Nessie had already belonged to Michael for several years when he became engaged to Amanda. Of course, Amanda had insisted that he dispose of the concubine at once. An older slave, a housemaid, would have been acceptable, but Amanda could not tolerate a pretty creature like Nessie, in her early twenties. Amanda told Michael it was a test of his love. If he truly loved Amanda, Nessie had to go. 

Nessie had guessed what was going to happen and her heart was filled with despair. She loved Michael and wanted him to keep her forever. Her situation was not unusual. It was what every concubine feared: that her master would marry and she would be surplus to requirements. 

She knew that as a slave facing resale in her twenties her future was grim indeed. First she would be sold by public auction. Her new master was unlikely to be as kind to her as Michael had been. In a few years he might sell her again. She might be sold several times over the next ten years, for successively lower prices to successively less discriminating masters. Worse still, she might be bought by a pleasure house. Eventually, when she was too old to be of use to her owners, she might be sent for breeding or simply turned out to starve.

Once, Nessie had found herself alone with Amanda at Michael’s house. The slave girl fell to her knees and beseeched Amanda to keep her. She would be a loyal servant, maid, housekeeper, childminder, anything. She would be useful to Amanda. 

Finally, in desperation, Nessie suggested that she could teach Amanda what Michael enjoyed in bed. The moment Nessie had uttered the words, she realised she had made a terrible, terrible mistake. 

Later, Amanda complained to Michael about the embarrassing encounter. Michael understood completely. He had never intended keeping the girl after he was married, he said. Nessie would be disposed of. He would make sure she went to a good home, of course. Amanda would never have to face Nessie again, he promised. 

The next day, Amanda and Michael went out to dinner together. When they returned to his house, Nessie was gone. Michael had arranged everything. The Rose Garden men had collected the girl while they were out. 

And now here she was, facing Nessie again in awkward silence. Traces of Nessie’s former beauty were still evident in her eyes, her cheeks, her nose and her mouth, but her body bore the signs of many years of childbearing. 

Amanda and Nessie exchanged their stories. After Amanda had last seen her, Nessie had been taken to the Rose Garden where she had been sold to Akkadis Leisure and sent to a pleasure house. Amanda was unable to meet her eyes when Nessie related this part of the story. Nessie had served as a pleasure slave for six years, first at the Maidens of Chalcedon and later at the Maidens of Nenuphar. Then, thirteen years ago, she had been sent to the farm. 

Since then she had borne fourteen babies and she was now heavily pregnant with the fifteenth. She had also had one pregnancy aborted because it was male. The drugs did not always guarantee a female foetus. Sometimes a boy was conceived. When that happened, the mother was given another injection to destroy the foetus. 

Most slaves on Akkadis were concubines or pleasure slaves. A few were in domestic service. But male slaves were rare. Most heavy work, naturally, was done by machinery and even a breeding farm needed very few studs. Amanda and Ana listened in horror to her story. Ana took comfort from knowing that her baby, as a girl, would be safe. 

There were thirty-eight women in the Maternity Compound, including Amanda, Ana and Nessie. Most appeared to be in various stages of pregnancy. All were, or had once been, remarkably beautiful. “There’s no point breeding from dogs,” Nargal had once remarked. Ana was now the youngest. The others ranged from their late twenties to their late forties.

During the day the women were employed in light manual work. This consisted mostly of sewing intricate patterns on ladies’ blouses, dresses, gloves and bags. Hand embroidered garments were both fashionable and expensive, and the side-line produced a useful additional income for the company. It was also considered healthy and beneficial for the women to be kept busy with some task while they were at the farm. Some of them would remain on the farm for decades, and boredom would have bred both mischief and depression. 

As well as the breeding women, their children under two were kept in the maternity compound. Every spring, those who had reached their second birthday were removed to another section of the farm and renamed. The children would never meet their mothers again, and never be told their original given names or the name of either parent. Similarly, the mothers were never told the new names of their offspring, nor of the studs who had fathered them. Insemination took place in strictly controlled anonymity and Akkadis Leisure kept their breeding records a closely guarded secret. 

Nessie had herself been born and raised in slavery. She had a vague recollection of having once had a mother. Her earliest childhood memory was of being handed over by her mother to someone else. She had not understood that she was a slave until she was about seven. 

Years later she had wondered about her origins. Had her parents also been born in slavery? For how many generations had her forebears been slaves? She used to fantasise about her origins. Perhaps her father had been a wealthy man, a great land owner or businessman who fell into debt, or perhaps his enemies had killed him and sold his children as slaves. Perhaps she still had a family somewhere, free, who might one day find her and rescue her. Or perhaps her father was a smuggler, not a vicious criminal but a daring adventurer who was eventually caught and his whole family punished. Or maybe her ancestor had been a war hero, a soldier who fought in a just but losing cause and his people were reduced to servitude.

Nessie had been a virgin when she was first sold at the Rose Garden to Michael, in a private sale. She had been terrified, but Michael was kind and she had fallen in love with him completely. She had hoped above all else that he would choose her to bear his children and that they would be free and escape the cycle of servitude forever. But that was not to be. 

Now, like all the women here, Nessie hoped that when each of her daughters were sold it would be to a private owner who would be kind and perhaps even love them. The girls born on Seven Fountains Farm were all sent to the Rose Garden to be sold when they reached eighteen standard years of age. They knew they would never be free, but they all hoped that their children might be. The worst possible outcome, the terrible possibility, was to be sold either to a pleasure house, or to a man with a love of cruelty. 

Again, Amanda could not meet Nessie’s eyes when she explained this part of her story. Nessie seemed to understand. “It wasn’t your fault,” she said. “We are all slaves now.”

Ashamed, Amanda tried to suppress the tears she felt welling up. Then Nessie reached out and embraced her, and Amanda could no longer stop the tears from flowing out.


32: TO BE A FARMER’S BOY

Abaddon Virus:.…In the case of in utero infection, abortion is recommended, for which special dispensation was granted by Arch Patriarch Polycarp XII in 2712…

Family Medical Encyclopaedia (Cornubium University Press: Nenuphar, 2991)

Tom, the work slave formerly known as Thomas Alba, lay on his bunk and began to drift into sleep. It had been a hard day’s work, but not an unpleasant one. Life was not easy for any of the slave labourers, but Tom sensed that Mr Udrick treated him as well as he could expect. Mr Udrick was a reasonable man. Several times he had praised Tom for his hard work and progress. Once, Mr Iratos himself had praised Tom. 

It had not always been like that. When Tom first arrived at Seven Fountains, he had been beaten. Mr Udrick said he must not be lazy. 

Tom had been a boy then. He was a man now. He had grown up quickly, he knew. He tried hard, and was soon told that he would be taught how to operate and repair the irrigation and harvesting machines. Thanks to Tom’s hard work and progress, Mr Udrick said, his mother and sister had been transferred from their hard manual work on one of the company farms and were now working in one of the company restaurants. They were not allowed to visit, of course, nor even to exchange written messages, but Mr Udrick had passed on a verbal message to Tom. His mother and sister were grateful. It was thanks to Tom that their lot had been greatly improved. 

It was his parents’ foolish meddling in politics which had got the family into this dreadful mess. Tom understood that now. To disagree with the Oligarchs was madness. They were too powerful. Besides, they were reasonable men and their decisions benefited most people, most of the time. There would always be malcontents, of course. Sometimes they could be ignored, but sometimes troublemakers had to be dealt with for the benefit of everyone, especially with a war looming. That’s what Mr Udrick said, and Tom tended to agree. 

Tom’s father had got them into this mess, but Tom would get them out of it, or at least mitigate their situation. He had already helped his mother and sister. If he could work his way up to a responsible position on the farm, perhaps he could help them further. 

Mr Udrick encouraged Tom. As a reward for his progress, Tom had been allowed several visits to the stables where the slave girls were boarded. He had of course been gagged and hooded for these visits. All work slaves were, when they visited there. But it was a rare privilege. The other labourers all talked about such visits, but only one or two were ever chosen. He saw the respect, or at least the envy, in their eyes when his name was called out for this privilege. The girls were hooded too, so they could not communicate in any way, but he knew they enjoyed his visits too. Two of them, Kimbi and Sally, had each sent him messages saying how much they missed him and hoping he would be allowed to visit them again. Mr Udrick had given Tom the messages, with a grin. “That Kimbi likes you, Tom. You’re onto a good thing there,” he had said, once. 

Mr Udrick also gave Tom some useful man to man advice. Pleasure slaves were sometimes spoilt and vain. If ever one of the girls wriggled too much or seemed uncooperative, he should give her a sharp cuff. You had to be firm with them. That was all they understood. And if anything like that happened, Tom should mention it to Mr Udrick. Mr Udrick was more than capable of dealing with any nonsense like that. 

Mr Iratos had already decided the future course of Amanda, Tom and Honeysuckle’s lives, and the lives of their descendants for the next five generations. 

Behind a box of data cartridges in a locked cupboard inside a locked office in the farm’s administration building, he kept the stock book. It was safe there, he knew. The information was all held in a scruffy hand written book labelled, ‘Animal Feeds’. Mr Iratos himself had carefully copied all of the information from a much older book which Mrs Carno had then destroyed. The records went back centuries, right back to the slaves purchased after the Luxor War. The record appeared to be almost entirely complete. Only one page had been missing from the original book, a page which seemed to relate to about the time old Mr Carno died, just after the outbreak of Toad Virus. A lot of the slaves had died then, or been destroyed. 

The record showed the breeding lines of the slaves of the company now known as Akkadis Leisure. It included the names and numbers of every slave, male and female, their parents, offspring, and date of birth. It showed how each genetic line was related and the physical features of each slave. 

Seven Fountains Farm slaves were famous throughout Akkadis. For generations the company had prided itself on the quality of its produce. Mr Iratos and his predecessors had bred only from the loveliest females and physically finest studs. For generations they had been improving the stock, selecting the best features. If there was a girl in one of Akkadis Leisure’s pleasure houses with truly exceptional beauty, whether it be a delicately turned nose, a pretty smile, lovely eyes or lips or breasts or legs or any other feature, she would be examined by Mr Iratos and if selected she would sooner or later find herself at Seven Fountains Farm. 

He regularly visited the Rose Garden and other auction houses to seek out good breeding material. There were slaves now at the farm whose ancestors had belonged to Akkadis Leisure for centuries, and others who were newly acquired. The programme could always be improved upon. The later pages in the records were loose sheets on which Iratos recorded his plans for future breeding. Amanda, Tom and Honeysuckle already featured in the notes, together with the names and numbers of everyone they would be bred with. The plan included their descendants for several generations. 

Amanda, as she had feared, would now be used for breeding purposes for ten years or more. She would be impregnated and then sent back to the Maidens of Nenuphar for four months only. The pleasure houses liked to have one or two gravid pleasure slaves, and it made economic sense for a breeding slave to continue earning money if she was still fit to do so. But after this pregnancy, Amanda would remain permanently at the farm. 

Honeysuckle would continue at the pleasure house for perhaps another ten or twelve years. She would be worn out by then and ready for breeding. Ideally, Udrick would hope to get at least fifteen whelps out of her. And Tom was already in use as a stud. He had already covered girls from several of the old breeding lines and Iratos had further plans for him. Ana, the new girl brought in with Amanda, would be allowed to have her baby and then sent back to the pleasure house for a few more years. 

No slaves were ever conceived on Seven Fountains Farm using artificial insemination. The law forbade it. Neither Iratos nor Mrs Carno dared ignore the Oligarchs, any more than the Oligarchs could ignore the Church. 

In ancient times the Nizami conquerors had crossbred humans with alien life. They had created several races of xenogenes, some of whom survived in various places including remote regions of Akkadis. That had left a lasting revulsion for any kind of genetic engineering of human life. All the churches, monophysite and Arian, condemned such things as an abomination in the sight of God. The ecclesiastical authorities and public sentiment interpreted this strictly, to include even artificial insemination. 

But this was not a serious impediment to the business of the farm. Impregnation by the old fashioned method was effective and cheap. Besides, the girls enjoyed being covered by a stud. Most of them would spend many years at the farm starved of male company, and they had few enough pleasures in their lives.


33: RETURN OF THE NATIVE

Abaddon: Earth type planet, fifth planet of Herschel 265 in the Further Columbus Province. Discovered 2610, settlement began 2651. The colony was abandoned in 2699 after the outbreak of a virulent native infection known as Abaddon Virus or Toad Virus.

New Galactic Encyclopaedia (Infopress: Nenuphar)

Ana yelped loudly as the dressage whip hissed ferociously through the air and stung the back of her thighs. 

Dismayed, she continued running but waited for the inevitable consequence. Women in the maternity compound of Seven Fountains Farm were not allowed to cry out when the overseer struck them with a whip. If you cried out, you got a second stroke. That was the rule when Ezmay was conducting the morning exercises, which was almost every day. Ana knew that. She had tried her very best to remain silent but the ferocity of the sting had been simply unbearable. She had yelped without intending to. Despite her exhaustion, she increased her pace. Perhaps if the overseer saw that she was trying hard, the second stroke would not be as hard as it might otherwise have been.

Ana glanced briefly to her left. Ezmay was standing in the centre of the training ground. Around her, thirty-eight bare slave girls were running ceaselessly, panting helplessly and sweating despite the cold air. Ezmay held the long whip in one hand. She looked severe, but she was not looking directly at Ana. Perhaps she would be merciful this morning. 

Ana turned her eyes towards the front again and concentrated on running as fast as she could. It was uncomfortable. Ana was six months pregnant. She had been told that the morning exercise session would not harm her baby, but it was still very uncomfortable. Her breasts bounced, her pregnant stomach bounced, but she ran as fast as she could. 

Then she heard the hiss of the whip. The cord wrapped itself around Ana’s body and cut into her breasts with a sharp crack. This time the slave girl remembered to clamp her teeth firmly together so that only a muffled whimper escaped her lips. Again, she continued running without hesitation.

Ezmay grinned. As a childless, plain looking slave of nineteen she had little sympathy for the breeding slaves. They were lazy. They were spoilt. They were overfed. They were sluts. They were indeed little better than breeding animals. They needed disciplining and they needed their strength building up for whelping. 

Ezmay did not tolerate laziness. She ran the girls pitilessly. She did not spare the whip. She had no reason to. Unlike Manuela at the Rose Garden she did not have to consider the possibility that unsightly stripes might lower their value.

Ezmay made no allowances for the heavily pregnant women or for the older ones. She had already given Nessie two vicious lashes. Two raised purple welts now prominently adorned Nessie, one on each buttock. This was not because Nessie had screamed the first time. As an experienced breeding slave she had learned not to scream. Only an urgent muffled whimper had escaped her lips after each cut of the whip. Nessie was simply running too slowly. She was in her late forties and nearly ready to drop her next whelp and she was using her age and her condition as an excuse to run slowly, holding her stomach as she ran. She was trying to gain Ezmay’s sympathy, but Ezmay was not going to allow the lazy slut to get away with it. Of that she was quite determined. A stroke of the dressage whip was all it took to encourage a lazy slave girl to make a reasonable effort.

Not all Seven Fountains girls were blessed with great beauty. Occasionally it is possible for the offspring of a good looking dam and stud to be quite plain. There is an element of luck in genetics, and Ezmay was an excellent example of precisely such bad luck. Nature had dealt her a poor hand. Her face was narrow and her features were angular. Mr Iratos had hoped that she might blossom by the time she reached marketable age, but she did not. Nevertheless, Akkadis Leisure had given her every possible opportunity. At eighteen, she was sent to the Rose Garden along with the other Seven Fountains girls she had grown up with. 

But no one had wanted Ezmay. The girls who had been sent to market with her were sold, one by one, in private sales, but none of Runcik’s clients even wanted to examine Ezmay more closely. One of them had joked that she looked like a boy. Not wishing to accept defeat, Mr Runcik had put her in an auction. The reserve price was set at five hundred solidi. Akkadis Leisure would have been glad to be rid of her at that price. 

Not a single bid was forthcoming. The Arena was not buying that week. Even a merchant who sometimes transported slaves up to the High Plateau to sell to xenogenes did not really want her. He had offered fifty solidi, but he had not seemed especially keen even at that price. 

Ezmay was returned to the farm, ashamed of her failure and terrified of what her future might hold. She knew she was not pretty, like the other girls at Seven Fountains. She had always known it. Throughout her entire childhood she had secretly feared and dreaded the day when she would be sent to market. Now her worst fears had been proved true. 

Her return to the farm was utterly humiliating. A group of breeding slaves had seen her. They guessed instantly why she had been returned to Seven Fountains, and they laughed at her.

They laughed at her, and Ezmay felt her fear and humiliation turn into something new, something different. It turned to hatred. She realised that she hated all the breeding slaves and all the other slave girls. 

Iratos did not want to breed from Ezmay, and he ordered her to be sterilised. It was unlikely that any of the men would ever want her, but he was an efficient man and left nothing to chance. He also told Nargal to circumcise her, as an act of kindness. The doctor performed both operations together, two days later. 

As soon as Ezmay was well enough, Iratos ordered that for the time being she could make herself useful by helping the overseers. Ezmay was at least intelligent. If she proved competent she would be trained to become an overseer herself. She could begin by helping with the exercise sessions. 

Ezmay was being given a second chance. She knew that her best chance of survival lay in making herself useful to her owners. Whenever she was not on duty she devoted long hours to practising with the dressage whip and soon became skilled in its use. She was physically strong and not hindered by any sense of compassion for her charges. She was both forceful and accurate with the whip.

The dressage whip was rather longer than the ones used by chariot drivers at the Arena in Akkad City. It was about ten feet long. Half of this length was of stiff boiled leather. The handle was thicker than a man’s thumb but gradually tapered to a narrower stem. The other half was a more flexible cord. The tip of the cord had several knots tied tightly in it. 

The women under Ezmay’s tutelage knew that in her hands the whip and its cruel knots could cut into their bare undefended flesh and inflict terrible, terrible pain. Ezmay knew it too, and she thrilled in sense of  power it gave her. 

Within a year Ezmay realised that she had found her vocation. Mr Iratos was pleased with her. She was good at her job. For the first time in her life she was treated with respect. Soon, she began to insist that her charges address her as ‘ma’am,’ as though she were a free woman. 

Nevertheless she was always careful to be deferential to her superiors and all the employed staff of Akkadis Leisure. She knew that she was tolerated because she was useful, but her privileges could be taken away from her on a whim, for the slightest reason or no reason at all. There had been an overseer on the farm once, a slave woman who had been impertinent to one of the staff. Her punishment was to be sent to the Breeding Room and covered in succession by every stud and every slave labourer on the farm. The message was clear. No matter how elevated a slave girl was, she remained a slave. Ezmay understood this clearly. The breeding slaves were terrified of her, but when a free man or woman spoke to her she stood to attention, called them ‘master’ or ‘ma’am’ and curtsied when they dismissed her. 

The physical training track was an oval no more than twenty feet wide and a hundred feet long. It was not large, nor did it need to be. It was ample for the thirty-eight women to run around, spread out along its perimeter. It was a cool morning, but the women were sweating. They would run until they were told to stop. From her position in the centre, Ezmay and her dressage whip could reach any of the girls as they drew adjacent to her. 

Ezmay and her charges had noticed that Dr Nargal had arrived. He was standing, watching the training session. 

Ezmay always ran the women naked. She said it was healthy for them, but in reality it was to add to their humiliation and emphasise her authority over them. She took pride in the fact that none of them ever dared complain. 

Ana hated being exercised completely bare, in full view of the Medical Supervisor and any of the farm staff, male or female, who chose to watch. For Amanda the humiliation was worse still. She was mortified to be put through her paces while her former family friend stood watching. She glanced at Nargal and looked quickly away. He was looking at her now. She was conscious that her full breasts were bouncing as she ran. 

Amanda knew that it must have been Nargal who had betrayed her family to the Commission for Public Safety. If the CPS had discovered that Nargal was sheltering her family, he would have also been arrested. The fact that he was still alive and free, could only mean that he had himself informed the CPS of their whereabouts. He had probably claimed their property for himself; that was the usual privilege accorded those who captured proscribed traitors. 

She wondered whether Nargal had sold the house to Mrs Carno. Mrs Carno had always wanted the property, especially the land. Michael had twice rejected her offers. They had been generous offers but the land had belonged to the Alba family for centuries and it was not for sale. But Nargal would have had no such sentimental qualms.

Nargal had visited the Maidens and hired both Amanda and Honey on several occasions, both individually and together. Neither had dared confront or accuse him of betraying them. He had made it plain they could expect no favours from him. Instead, mortified and filled with self-loathing, they had served his pleasure and complied with his every disgusting whim. 

Amanda dared another quick glance towards Nargal. This time, Ezmay saw her.

The new blonde girl is flirting with the doctor, Ezmay thought. She wants him to notice her. And she’s running too slowly.

Amanda would make an ideal target, Ezmay decided. She could make an example of the lazy slut and impress Nargal at the same time. Ezmay leaned forward and with a graceful flowing motion forcefully propelled the whip forward and then, just as the tip was about to make contact with Amanda’s bare flesh, sharply pulled it back. The whip cracked audibly, precisely on Ezmay’s chosen target: one of Amanda’s proud, thrusting breasts. 

The pain was unbearable. Amanda tried to suppress her squeal of pain, but it was simply not possible. She continued running, clutching her left breast and still gasping in pain and anticipating the second cut of the whip, her punishment for crying out.

But Ezmay did not deliver the second stroke, or at least not immediately. Instead, she glanced surreptitiously at Nargal and grinned inwardly. Nargal had seen her handiwork. He would be impressed.

Ezmay continued to run the girls for a little longer. They panted in the cold air and pounded the hard ground with their feet. Eventually she blew her whistle. The girls came to a halt and formed a neat line, grateful for any respite, no matter how brief. 

It was time for the next part of the physical training session. This was an unremitting routine of sit-ups, star jumps and other abdominal exercises intended to strengthen their pelvic muscles ready for childbirth. The training seemed very hard now, but they would be grateful for it when they went into labour, Ezmay had told them, more than once.

It was during the lifting and squatting exercises that Ezmay finally meted out Amanda’s punishment. Amanda was standing between Ana and Nessie. Every girl had been given a thick wooden bar to use. They held their bars with a hand at each end. The bars were each about a yard long. When Ezmay said, “Squat,” they bent their knees and touched their hands and the wooden bar to the ground. When Ezmay said, “Lift,” they stood and lifted the bars high above their heads. 

Amanda had long since lost count of how many lifts and squats she had completed. At first the bar did not seem very heavy, but after forty or more repetitions she was close to exhaustion but dared not slow down. 

“Squat,” said Ezmay, and the girls sank obediently to the ground. “Lift,” said Ezmay, and they dutifully stood with their arms raised high, supporting their wooden bars. Amanda felt her breasts thrust proudly forward. Her left breast was still burning from the cut of the whip. A thick purple welt had already appeared, a vertical stripe several inches high. 

It must be easily visible, Amanda thought. Nargal was standing a few yards in front of her, watching. Amanda looked straight ahead, ashamed to meet his eyes. Mercifully Ezmay must have decided not to punish her for crying out, Amanda thought.

“Squat,” said Ezmay, and Amanda sank to the ground again. “Lift.” Amanda stood again with her arms raised and conscious that once more her breasts were presented for Nargal’s scrutiny. She dared to glance at him briefly again. He was definitely looking at her: looking, and smiling.

That was the moment Ezmay had been waiting for. The slut has no sense of shame. She’s still flirting with the doctor, Ezmay thought. Flirting and showing off her tarty looking breasts. Ezmay lunged forward powerfully with the whip and at precisely the right instant jerked it suddenly back. It was an accurate lash and a severe one, even by Ezmay’s high standards. Dr Nargal, Ezmay and every one of the thirty-eight slave girls heard the sharp crack as the tip cut pitilessly across Amanda’s right breast. 

Amanda yelped vocally. Her face twisted in pain and for the briefest of instants she lowered her hands as if to clutch at her burning flesh. Then she controlled herself and returned to her correct position. Amanda, with her arms raised and her breasts thrust forward, was sobbing and gasping for breath, but she dared not break position. Nargal chuckled at her discomfort. Amanda’s face was twisted in pain. Tears of humiliation and shock ran down her cheeks, but she dared not wipe them away, nor even rub her burning right breast. In less than a minute a thick purple welt had appeared.

Ezmay grinned broadly. The slut’s got what she wanted, she thought. The doctor’s noticed her breasts. And she’s got matching marks each side, now. They’re symmetrical.


34: BEST OF BREED 

Great minds discuss ideas; average minds discuss events; small minds discuss people.

Anonymous (Sometimes attributed to Eleanor Roosevelt).

That evening the thirty-eight breeding slaves stood in a neat line in their dormitory, each bare and each perfectly straight with her head up and her shoulders back and her heels and toes together. They were waiting for Inspection to begin. The Medical Supervisor would arrive at any moment. 

It was four weeks since Amanda and Ana had arrived at Seven Fountains, but they both still dreaded the humiliating daily ritual of Inspection as much as they loathed the physical training session each morning. It was worse for Amanda. To be squeezed, prodded and fondled by her former family friend was excruciating.

But most of the other women in the Maternity Compound were not desperately ashamed of being inspected naked. Some had been born in servitude. Most had spent years as pleasure slaves before being sent to the breeding farm. No modesty remained to them. In fact a sense of nervous but excited anticipation seemed to have infected some of the younger women in particular. 

The inspection would not take long. It was a routine matter. Those women with serious concerns would have visited Dr Nargal at the medical room earlier. Amanda, for instance, had been examined every day for a week. Nargal had tested her fertility with his instruments on each occasion. Clearly he believed she was almost ready to conceive. 

Nargal walked slowly along the line, glancing briefly at each girl and carefully pressing as instrument against a swollen stomach here and there. When he reached Amanda he squeezed one of her breasts, as was his usual custom. She winced as his hand touched her painful welt. 

He reached Zoey, a slender, pretty, dark haired twenty-eight year old in her second month of pregnancy. Zoey had been at the farm for almost two years and had dutifully produced two babies. 

Nargal tickled Zoey’s chin and her face lit up with joy. She knew what the sign meant. When Nargal continued along the line, Zoey excitedly whispered to her friends either side of her. 

Zoey had been chosen. She would be going to Dr Nargal’s room this evening. Any of the girls who were already pregnant might be chosen to entertain the male staff. Amanda was, for the moment, safe. She was awaiting impregnation and therefore off limits.

Nargal completed his inspection and said simply, “Kirsty. Ellie. Go.” The two girls so addressed squealed with genuine delight. Kirsty was blonde and Ellie, brunette. Both were in their late twenties and pretty, and both in the early months of pregnancy. They hurriedly snatched up their dresses and ran to the door, giggling. Ellie dressed herself as she ran. Kirsty did not bother. They knew where to go: Mr Iratos’s private apartment and Mr Udrick’s room.

Nargal turned to leave. Zoey snatched up her dress and without wasting time to put it on, ran grinning to catch him up. Her face was lit up by her happy grin and her breasts bounced and her dark hair flicked prettily as she ran. 

The girls of the breeding compound did not dread being selected to entertain the male staff as the new girls at the Maidens did or the prisoners from the Evening Star had done. They were lonely for male company. Tonight was unusual in that all three senior staff had wanted a girl. Sometimes, none were selected; often, just one or two. Since the men had so many to choose from, it was a privilege to be chosen. 

The older breeding slaves had little hope of ever being selected by the staff. For them, the only real sexual relief was when they were due to be impregnated. Even gagged and hooded, this was a pleasure which they awaited keenly. 

Like most slave women on Akkadis, they were explicitly and strictly forbidden from masturbating. This was not to say that they never did so, but it would mean a sound caning if they were caught by one of the staff or an overseer. The overseers were themselves slave women who were often stricter than the male staff about such matters. Ezmay was especially diligent in attempting to catch wrongdoers.

Those who repeated the offence were circumcised, if they were under thirty. Mr Iratos, like his predecessors, was conscious of the fact that breeding slaves and former pleasure slaves were habitually immoral. They required more encouragement than ordinary women to eschew their filthy habits. Kirsty’s friend Chloe, for instance, had found herself on the cutting table within days of arriving at the farm. It was excruciating at the time, but she had soon recovered. 

Those women who had passed their thirtieth birthday and who were therefore deemed less likely to be selected to entertain the male staff, were all circumcised anyway, to prevent them from falling into immoral habits. 

Dr Nargal was proud of his deftness with the scalpel. It was a quick procedure which did not require anaesthetic, he maintained, although some of the girls still chose to make a dreadful fuss when they were cut. Nargal sometimes boasted that he could perform ‘the cut’ in under a minute, excising both the labia and the clitoris. This was no idle boast. He had demonstrated it to his colleagues on several occasions. Amanda had been spared only because she was due to be returned to the Maidens of Nenuphar after she was impregnated. She could wait another few months, Nargal thought.   

Of all the pregnant women, only Ana did not actually want to be chosen to entertain the men, but Ana, as a new and attractive arrival, had been chosen every night for several weeks, first by Iratos, then by Udrick and finally by Nargal. Eventually she had been walking around in a daze all day, exhausted by weeks of physical training and sewing by day and entertaining the male staff by night. Nargal had not been concerned. He simply said that Ana needed her stamina building up for childbirth. To make matters worse the other girls had been bitterly jealous of Ana during that time and several of them had been quite spiteful. She had been relieved when finally the men had tired of her.

Amanda was going to be inseminated by a stud.

It was the following day. Nargal had appeared in the dormitory and simply said, “Amanda. Go to the Breeding Room.” 

Amanda stood up as if in a trance and obeyed. She knew what the command meant. This was the moment she had lived a thousand times already. No possible course of action she could take would alter its outcome in the slightest. The tests must have been positive. She had guessed they would be.  She hardly heard the whispers of “Well done,” and, “Have a good one,” from the other women, or the suppressed giggles. Their wishes were well intentioned, but for Amanda this would be an ordeal, not a pleasure.

In the breeding room, Nargal’s assistant said, “Put your dress on that chair and lie on the bench.” 

Amanda removed her dress obediently and folded it neatly. She had been taught to look after company property. Completely bare, she ascended the bench. 

Nargal’s assistant strapped Amanda into position, spread-eagled on the bench. Her legs were stretched uncomfortably wide apart. Her ankles were fastened to stirrups attached to posts each side of the bench so that her legs were raised. Her buttocks were raised by a firm cushion beneath her hips. Everything was designed to achieve the maximum penetration, to give the best chance of conception. Her arms were stretched out with her wrists each side of her neck. Her wrists, neck and waist were all strapped in place. 

“You’re a pretty little thing,” Nargal remarked. “When you’re gravid, I’ll have you again myself. I expect you’ve been lonely. But it won’t be long, now.” 

Am I supposed to be pleased, or is he deliberately taunting me? Amanda wondered. 

At that moment she heard the door open. She was unable to turn her head to see, but she heard Udrick and Iratos greet Nargal and his assistant. Dismayed, Amanda realised she was to be impregnated before an audience.  

“Is the stud ready?” asked Nargal.

“Oh, yes. Ready and willing. You know what he’s like,” replied Udrick. The others chuckled.

“Good. Let’s get started, then,” said Nargal. His assistant took a handful of lubricant gel from a large jar and smeared it onto Amanda’s labia. She felt his fingers probing and spreading the gel inside her. She winced and clenched her teeth, but did not dare to struggle or even object. Udrick, Nargal and Iratos watched dispassionately. Amanda closed her eyes, unable to endure the humiliation.  

“I’m going to gag and hood you,” said Nargal. “You’re not allowed to see the stud. He can’t see you either. Just relax and enjoy it. Pretend it’s me.” He stuffed the wadding into Amanda’s mouth, taped it securely and pulled the thick black hood into place. The last thing Amanda saw before she was enveloped in blackness was Nargal’s grinning face. 

Amanda heard muffled sounds and felt some movement of the couch. The man who was going to sire her baby had arrived. 

Unable to see or speak, he began exploring her body with his hands, stroking and squeezing her legs, breasts, nipples, and probing with his fingers deep into her vagina. It was uncomfortable, but Amanda knew she must try to keep still. Then he squeezed her breasts again quite firmly and she gasped, although nothing could be heard through the wadding and hood. 

She felt him begin to penetrate her. Amanda panicked. This must not happen. I must not become pregnant. It must not happen, she thought desperately. She wriggled wildly, twisting her hips from left to right. Despite the straps some tiny movement was still possible. At the same time she clenched her vaginal muscles as tightly as she could. 

Vaginal squeezing exercises had been part of their daily training routine at the Maidens. Gentleman liked the girls to feel tight, Mrs Knott always said. Now, Amanda squeezed with all the force she could muster to push out the intrusive manhood altogether. 

The consequences were immediate. Amanda heard the blow and felt her head snap sharply to her right. As quickly as it had begun, her rebellion ended. Confused and dizzy she felt a second blow and this time her head snapped sharply in the opposite direction. The man was strong. Amanda tried to shout out, “Please, I’m sorry, I’m sorry, sir,” but only a whimper was audible. The third blow snapped her head back to the right. It was unnecessary. Amanda would not have resisted again.

She winced as he kneaded her breasts more roughly, squeezing them firmly as his arousal grew. Amanda moved with him, trying to make him enjoy her more. Perhaps if she was very good, the stud would no longer be angry. 

Eventually she felt his semen shoot inside her, splashing deep within her. He relaxed and for a while lay still on top of her so that Amanda found it hard to breathe. Then he left, still hooded and gagged but guided by Nargal’s assistant. 

“She enjoyed that, once she got used to it,” said Udrick. Mortified, Amanda knew that the four men had watched the entire proceedings, although they had not spoken while the stud was in the room. The stud did not know he was being watched. He probably did not even know he was helping to breed a new generation of slaves, she thought. The company wanted his willing cooperation. He probably thought this was a reward for hard work. 

Nargal mumbled something and then added, “Pass me that cane.”

Amanda felt the cane touch her breasts. She tensed. She had been disobedient. She knew there would be consequences. He raised it and brought it down hard, once, twice and then a third time. Through the gag and hood, Amanda squealed wildly, uncontrollably. 

Nargal put the cane down. Three cuts would be enough. Amanda would not repeat the offence. They had been hard strokes and the pain was all the worse because of the two strokes from Ezmay’s whip the day before. Amanda had not until then realised quite how spiteful the doctor could be. 

Nargal made some notes on a form and the men left. Eventually the assistant removed Amanda’s hood and gag. She looked hot and flushed. She was glad of the cool air on her face. 

Amanda was left for another hour, strapped in place with her legs and buttocks still raised. The sperm must be allowed to penetrate as deeply as possible. 

A single treatment was usually sufficient, but Iratos and his team were thorough. Amanda was brought back to the Breeding Room every twelve hours for three days. Her act of rebellion was not repeated. Her breasts were sore and stung painfully when the man squeezed them but she did everything within her power to see that he enjoyed the experience. She arched her back and pressed her breasts against him. She raised her hips as he thrust within her and squeezed her vaginal muscles, not to expel his manhood but to better his enjoyment of her. She wanted Nargal to see that she was cooperating. Perhaps the stud would even tell Nargal that she was being good. Amanda hoped so.    

Amanda was not punished again. Later Nargal did some more tests. He congratulated her. She was pregnant. Amanda was both horrified and relieved. At least it meant that she would not be returned to the Breeding Room. 

Instead, pregnancy meant that Amanda was expected to entertain the off duty male staff whenever they required her to do so. Over the following weeks, Iratos, Udrick, Nargal and several other male staff each used her repeatedly, until they each tired of her. 

A month later, Amanda was in Nargal’s office for what she thought was a routine check-up. He gave her another injection. He looked irritated. 

“Sir, may I ask… is anything wrong?”

“Yes. It’s wrong. But it can be cured. Your foetus is a boy.”

“Cure…cured? What… what does that mean? Sir?”

“It means I’m getting rid of it. That’s what the injection’s for. You can’t have a boy. We don’t need them. We keep very few male slaves.” 

Nargal saw the look of horror on Amanda’s face. “There’s nothing to worry about. It just means you’ve wasted a couple of months, that’s all. It’s good stuff, this. Very efficient. It’ll get rid of the brat in no time. In two days you’ll feel a sharp cramp, then you’ll squeeze it out. Come back here as soon as you feel the cramps. In another few weeks we’ll try again. Don’t worry. It’s unlikely to happen again.”


35: THE BEST LAID PLANS

Abaddon:... An imperial Quarantine Order promulgated in 2690 effectively isolated the planet from further direct contact, but did not prevent outbreaks of the disease on Quintero, Ratisbon, Echidna, Tolon, Hibernia, Cerberus, Picayune, New Bloemfontein and Rhadamanthus Bis in the following ten years, alone. 
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Everything happened just as Nargal had anticipated. Amanda’s baby was aborted. In time she was taken to the Breeding Room and became pregnant again, this time with a baby girl. 

She had been warned that although she would never be able to breastfeed the child because of her gel implants, her breasts would swell and try to produce milk. This might lead to an infection which could be quite painful. Usually the condition was treated with antibiotics. Only rarely was it necessary to insert a tube to draw out the unwanted fluid. Dr Nargal would check her progress regularly after she was returned to the Maidens. 

The baby growing inside her would be born in slavery. Ana and Nessie did their best to comfort Amanda. The three women became friends, and through Nessie they made other friends in the Maternity Compound.

Nessie was not the oldest woman in the Maternity Compound, but her last few labours had been excruciatingly painful. Each had been worse than the last. Quite simply her body, or at least the parts of it which were of use to Akkadis Leisure, was wearing out. But Nessie was what Nargal called a ‘natural breeder’. She became pregnant easily. This would be her fifteenth baby. Dr Nargal had promised her that after it was born, Nessie would be allowed to go to Happy Valley Farm. Nessie was afraid she might not survive the ordeal, but she was relieved that at last she would have a real hope of going to Happy Valley. 

Happy Valley Farm was where good Akkadis Leisure slaves were sent when they were too old to work. They did not have to work at Happy Valley, unless they wanted to. All the women had little cottages to live in. There was a swimming pool, and the food was good, with real food grown on the farm. It was set in beautiful countryside, not at all like Seven Fountains. Best of all, the women were allowed to have their children visit them there. 

Once, Nessie explained, she had had a friend called Rachael. Rachael was a breeding slave some years older than Nessie. When Nessie arrived at Seven Fountains she was sunk in black despair, and Rachael had looked after her. 

The two women became close friends. They shared a dream: that they could each go to Happy Valley when they retired, and spend many long restful years there together. 

But Rachael’s last few labours were terribly painful, and the most recent birth had been the worst of them all. Nargal insisted, though, that he wanted to ‘squeeze one last whelp’ out of Rachael before she went to Happy Valley. 

But it was Rachael who would be doing the squeezing, not Nargal, and she simply could not manage another pregnancy. She knew she could not. She was due to turn fifty-one that year, and it would have been her twenty-fourth baby. 

Rachael never reached her birthday and she never saw Happy Valley Farm. It was a terrible, excruciating labour. Eventually Nargal performed a caesarean section. The baby survived, but Rachael did not. 

Nessie’s dream of retirement with her friend at Happy Valley could never happen, now. Nessie was afraid that she too might not survive this pregnancy. But if she did, Nargal had promised she would not be made pregnant again. She would go to Happy Valley Farm at last. It would be paradise compared to Seven Fountains.

In the evenings the breeding slaves amused themselves by gossiping. Nessie and some of the others told Ana and Amanda some amusing stories about their time as pleasure slaves and about some of the customers and their odd tastes and foibles. 

Nessie also told them about the outbreak of Toad Virus at the farm. It had taken place about twenty years earlier. Rachael had been at Seven Fountains Farm then. She had been one of those fortunate enough to survive, and years later she had told Nessie about the outbreak.

The infection was extremely contagious. The slaves had been living in crowded conditions and it had spread rapidly. Some of the girls had died outright. Others were badly infected and the manager, a Mr Simms in those days, had ordered them to be destroyed. Almost all the pregnant women had their babies aborted. Babies born to an infected woman were born malformed. Their skin did not develop properly. It was slimy, like a toad’s, only red. Even one or two of the staff died, and the owner of Akkadis Leisure himself, Mr Carno, died too. The present owner, Mrs Carno, was his widow. 

But to Amanda the most interesting detail of the story concerned a girl called Rosemary. Rosemary had been born and bred at Seven Fountains. She was strikingly beautiful. When she reached her eighteenth birthday Mr Simms did not want to send her to market at all. He wanted to keep her at the farm and begin breeding from her straight away. 

Mr Carno came to have a look at Rosemary. He must have been very smitten by her because he decided to keep her as his own concubine. She remained at the farm but she was treated much better than the other slave girls. None of the men except for Mr Carno himself were allowed to touch her. Rachael had even thought that Mr Carno had fallen in love with Rosemary. When Rosemary fell pregnant it was naturally assumed that Mr Carno was her baby’s father. 

Mr and Mrs Carno had not been married long then. They had one child, a daughter called Alicia. When Mrs Carno found out about Rosemary she flew into a jealous rage and came to the farm to confront her. Rosemary was spirited as well as beautiful and perhaps her good fortune had made her arrogant, because she answered her mistress back. Foolishly, Rosemary imagined that Mr Carno would protect her from the consequences. 

That was when the Toad Virus struck. Rosemary was infected, but her baby was not aborted with all the others. Rosemary herself appeared to make a good recovery, but when her baby was born he was terribly deformed. It was not contagious, and she was allowed to keep him. She named him George.

Then one day, Rosemary and George suddenly disappeared. The girls were told that they had both died from the after effects of the virus. This was after many of the slaves had died, as well as several staff including Mr Simms, and Mr Carno himself. Two more deaths were not especially surprising. The survivors were simply grateful to be alive.   

Mrs Carno inherited the business. She ordered all the buildings in the maternity compound to be burned down. New accommodation was built some distance away. All the girls’ clothes and their few possessions were also destroyed. A new manager, Mr Iratos, was appointed. Over the next year or so, many new slaves arrived at the farm to build up the numbers again.   

Several other women also remembered versions of the same story. Some were sure the girl’s name was Roseanne, not Rosemary. While they argued over the details, Amanda listened in silence. The Toad Virus struck twenty years ago. Twenty years. Yes, Gumbo could be twenty. Was it possible that Gumbo was really George, Mr Carno’s son? That would explain his similarity to Alicia Carno. It would also explain why he was not aborted. But what happened to Rosemary, and why was Gumbo sent to live at the Maidens? Mrs Carno was keeping his identity a secret. But why? Was she ashamed to acknowledge him as her stepson, or could she simply not bear the sight of him? 

Amanda did not express her thoughts aloud. If she had unwittingly discovered a closely guarded secret of Mrs Carno, Amanda and all her friends would be in terrible danger if anyone realised. She would tell no one about her thoughts. She would have liked to know more about what happened twenty years before, but none of the women knew anything except vague memories and rumours. 

Soon afterwards, Nessie went into labour. She survived the ordeal, but only just. 

Nargal kept his promise. He did not insist on her having yet another pregnancy. She was allowed to rest and recover in the maternity unit. In a week, Nargal said, she would be sent to Happy Valley Farm. Her baby would be allowed to visit her there. 

Amanda, too, would be leaving in a week. She would be returned to the Maidens. She would remain there for four or five months and then return permanently to Seven Fountains Farm. 

“Good morning, miss”

“Good morning, miss”

“Good morning, miss.”

Amanda looked around, momentarily taken aback. She had been sent to a small room next to the farm entrance, waiting to be returned to the Maidens of Nenuphar. There was no one else to whom the polite greetings could have been directed. She had not been addressed with anything approaching such courtesy since that dreadful morning when the Commission for Public Safety had called. The three girls who had spoken had even stood and curtsied. 

“Good morning, girls,” replied Amanda. 

Amanda was dressed in her Maidens uniform again. The three polite girls were each wearing yellow pinafore dresses with white shirts. The broad yellow straps of their dresses crossed behind their backs and the skirts came down to just below their knees. Each had a yellow belt like a rope around her waist. These belts were called girdles and the loose ends of their girdles hung down from their right hips. They looked pretty and demure. They would not be wearing their uniforms for long, but they made an excellent impression while they did. All three were beautiful, Amanda thought, with pretty faces and lovely feminine figures. Two were blonde and one brunette. Their names were Tessa, Flora and Peony.

They did not sit until Amanda herself sat down. Amanda knew they would have been taught impeccable manners and etiquette, as well as domestic science, child care, dancing, physical education and general knowledge. They were the produce of Seven Fountains Farm and they were eighteen standard years of age and on their way to the Rose Garden to be sold. They were all virgins, of course. Akkadis Leisure was naturally strict about that. Soiled goods would do nothing for the company’s reputation, nor its balance sheet.

Amanda studied their features carefully. Perhaps one of them was Nessie’s daughter. It was not possible to tell for certain. 

Amanda was also on her way to Akkad City, to the Maidens. She chatted to the three girls while they waited for the vehicles which would come to pick them up. Naturally, the girls were fearful. Their years on the farm, safe and protected, were over now. Their new lives were about to begin. Within days they would be branded and sold to strangers. They knew they would have one chance and one chance only for a happy life, or even a bearable one. 

The girls asked Amanda for advice, for any tips she could offer. She tried to think of something useful to suggest, something they had not already been taught, but their training must have been thorough. “Find out what your master likes,” said Amanda, “and do it. Show him you enjoy whatever he does to you.” The girls blushed, especially Peony, the shy brunette. “If he is married, respect his wife. Make yourself useful to her.” Amanda paused a moment and then added, “and if he gets married after he has already bought you, for goodness sake don’t offer to teach his bride what he likes in bed. New wives hate that.” The girls nodded, attending to every word Amanda spoke. 

It was little wonder that free women, and wives especially, hated concubines and slave girls. How could any free woman compete with such creatures as these? They were delectable: beautiful, trained, obedient, and as eager to please as if their lives depended on it, which indeed they did. But a wife did not have to compete with a slave. She could simply persuade her husband to dispose of the girl. 

In less than nineteen years, thought Amanda, this new life inside me will be making this same journey. Will someone give her advice on what to do? And did Nessie once sit in this room, waiting to be taken to the Rose Garden? And Nessie’s mother, and her mother before her?

Then Ezmay arrived. Amanda, Tessa, Flora and Peony were hooded, tied and gagged and left to wait. Later, Amanda heard Nessie brought in. She too was hooded, tied and gagged. Perhaps they did not want Nessie to see the girls. Perhaps one of them was indeed one of Nessie’s daughters. 

Nessie’s emotions were in turmoil. She was being sent away from her new baby, but Dr Nargal had promised her that the baby would be sent to visit her. And at last her journey to Happy Valley would become a reality. 

The Rose Garden van arrived first, to take Tessa, Flora and Peony to market. Next, Mr Udrick’s assistant took Amanda in the Company’s own vehicle. Her bumpy ride back to the Maidens had begun.

Finally a vehicle arrived to collect Nessie. If she had not been hooded, she would have seen the vehicle and the inscription on its side. ‘Animal Antics,’ it said, and below that in smaller letters, ‘M. Smirke, Proprietor.’


36: I’VE STARTED SO I’LL FINISH

Rosinante Text: Described by Itchenor and Yenong as ’the metaspatial message which provoked a war,’ the message was received by Aethelstan IV on the resort planet of Rosinante (qv). In it, the Atkoi Kzam rebuffed the Emperor’s demands so contemptuously that when the text was published, the public outrage obliged the Senate to support Aethelstan in finally standing up to the Aitkoi leader.

New Galactic Encyclopaedia (Infopress: Nenuphar) 

Itchenor was wrong, of course. The words which ignited war across a thousand inhabited worlds were not contained in any message to the Emperor. They were spoken in a pleasure house on Akkadis, and they are not recorded in any of Itchenor’s twelve volumes on the war. The person who spoke them died immediately after they left his lips, and the person to whom they were addressed was hardly likely ever to repeat them. 

When Amanda arrived back at the Maidens, she hugged Honeysuckle tightly. Honey was her last connection with their old life now that the world had become such a terrifying place. Among all the madness, the unreality and the horror, Honey was sane and real. Amanda’s friends also welcomed her back. 

Strangely, even Mrs Knott was glad to see Amanda again, although she would only be back for a few months at most. Amanda was attractive, charming and intelligent. Above all, she wanted to survive. She had turned into a very useful pleasure slave. Dr Nargal had been correct to remark on her skills. The gentlemen liked her. She always knew just what to do and say. She had learned her lesson and would not try to test the rules again. Perhaps if Alicia had never interfered and Amanda herself was not such excellent breeding material, she could have remained at the Maidens for years. In time she would have made an excellent deputy manageress, Mrs Knott thought. 

There had been a few minor changes at the Maidens while Amanda had been away. Mr Ipoletz, the wealthy gentleman who had taken Bekka’s virginity, had eventually realised that he had enjoyed her company so much that he had offered to purchase the girl. Mrs Knott had passed the offer on to Mrs Carno. It had been a good offer, more than fair, and she had accepted it. 

Bekka’s delight had been mixed with grief. Of course it was infinitely better to belong to just one man rather than to be the common plaything of any man with fifteen solidi to spare. If she pleased Mr Ipoletz sufficiently and perhaps even had a child by him he might keep her forever. It was rare indeed for a pleasure slave to be bought by a customer. Bekka knew how fortunate she was. Most could look forward only to years of serving customers, followed perhaps by a few years on a breeding farm where if they were lucky they might be allowed to live out their remaining years

But Bekka and Leah also knew that they were unlikely ever to meet again. Leah was glad for her sister. Bekka was getting a second chance in life. It was a slim chance, but a chance nonetheless. But Mr Ipoletz was leaving Akkadis. He was emigrating to another world, a neutral world, neither Imperial nor in the Kzamate, which he believed would not be drawn into the war. 

Leah did not even know the name of the world her sister would be taken to. It might have been Oriflamme, Luxor, Aurora Prime, Brizeaux, Chaminade, or any one of several others. The sisters were allowed, briefly, to say goodbye forever. Both were brave and tried not to upset the other. 

Later, Leah wept. For the first time on her life she was truly alone. She was as alone now as Nysha or Aimee. 

There were also three new girls at the Maidens. Two had been transferred from other Akkadis Leisure houses and a third, an attractive brunette named Emma, had been newly purchased. 

Emma was not born on Akkadis. Along with her brother, sister and parents she had emigrated there seven years earlier from Brizeaux, another independent world. Her parents had not been wealthy, but they were hard working and thrifty. They had managed to survive well enough until her father’s illness had obliged him to give up his business and pay for expensive medical treatment which proved to be lengthy and ultimately fruitless. 

When Emma’s father died, his widow sold everything they possessed but was still unable to satisfy their creditors. They moved home several times, just managing to keep ahead of the bailiffs. 

The family knew they were in serious peril. Since they were not citizens, they could be condemned to judicial servitude. They fled again, this time renting a tiny room in a depressing tenement block. For a while they imagined they would be safe. There was no reason to believe their whereabouts had been discovered. 

Then unexpectedly they received a warning. The court had granted a writ of personal sequestration against them. Emma’s brother had also noticed a man in a business suit wandering around and asking questions. It could mean nothing at all, but the family decided to take no chances. They planned to disappear again in the early hours of the following morning.

But the bailiffs arrived first and the family found themselves at the Rose Garden. The mother and two daughters were branded and prepared for sale. Emma’s sister, Jacquie was probably the most fortunate. A virgin, she was purchased in a private sale. Her mother tried in vain to discover the purchaser’s name but was told that such information was confidential. Nor could she learn what had become of her son. 

Emma, unlike her sister, was not a virgin. The pretty eighteen year old was sent to auction with her mother. Right up until the last moment she had entertained a vain hope that her boyfriend would come to rescue her. 

Emma loved Lance devotedly. He had promised to marry her, but they were not formally engaged. He was still at university and his parents would not allow him to get married, not yet, he had said. But Emma knew that their love was strong enough to overcome any obstacles and she gave herself to him joyfully. But when her family’s fortunes changed so radically, Lance’s parents forbade him even to see Emma again. Then the bailiffs came, and Emma was taken to the Rose Garden.

Emma’s one hope was that Lance would save her. Of course he did not have sufficient money to buy her, but if only he had the courage to confront his parents and explain that they were in love and persuade them to give him the money, he could rescue her. He could buy her and set her free and they could still be married. 

Emma had even wondered what it would be like if he bought her but kept her as a slave instead of freeing her. She loved Lance. It would be strange to be legally owned by him, she thought, but it did not matter as long as they were together forever. 

Lance did not come for Emma, of course. She was bought by Akkadis Leisure and taken immediately to the Maidens of Nenuphar. She never learned what became of her mother. Less valuable lots were usually disposed of at the end of the auction, long after Emma had been collected by her purchasers. The terrified brunette was put to work as a pleasure slave. She soon became popular with the gentlemen. 

Mrs Knott woke with cry from her troubled sleep, and put her hand to her neck. Relief flooded over her. It had been a nightmare, nothing more. 

It had seemed so real. She had felt the wire tightening around her throat. Was that how it really felt, she wondered, when the wire tightened and you could not breathe and your face felt as if it would burst with the pressure of all the blood inside it?

She would be strangled if she was caught. Freedmen and freedwomen were strangled. Slaves were impaled. Only citizens could be beheaded. Even in death, Honoria Knott would not be equal to a citizen. Mr Carno had freed her. She had a certificate of manumission and it was registered. Her brand and slavemark had been surgically removed and her microchip scrambled. She had adopted a surname. She dressed like a citizen. She had taught herself to speak like a citizen. To the world, she almost seemed to be a citizen, but she could never truly become one. And for a freedwoman, blackmail was punishable by death by strangulation. 

It was madness! How could she possibly have imagined it would work? That she, a freedwoman, could contend with the rich and powerful, with senators and oligarchs? Such a person could crush her like a beetle beneath his heel. 

In all probability she did not even need to blackmail anyone. She was probably quite safe in her job. Mrs Carno would not dismiss a good manager. Mrs Carno might not like her personally but surely if she was good at her job, she would keep her on. Either way, Mrs Knott would stop recording people. It was dangerous. Suppose Petra or Ronika had guessed what she was doing? They were both totally immoral, ingratiating sluts who would not hesitate to inform on her to curry favour with Mrs Carno. Neither of them had a minim of loyalty to anyone except herself.

Mrs Knott made her decision. She would destroy the recordings. Every single one of them. She would erase them. She would even destroy the cartridges. She would do it on her next half day off. Until then she would leave them in their hiding place. No one would find them there. 

The man known as Henderson, whose real name was Scamander, had hired Amanda and taken her to one of the private rooms, upstairs at the Maidens of Nenuphar. 

“That is good,” he said. “Very good. Use the whole length of your tongue. Slowly. Good. You have made excellent progress under my tutelage, Mrs Alba.”  Scamander delighted in addressing Amanda as Mrs Alba. It was a reminder of her old life and how far she had fallen. “It seems you have found your true calling. You have learned a great deal in this house. Your late husband was quite remiss in failing to instruct you in such matters.” 

As a young man, Scamander would never have risked uttering such provocative language to a woman whose mouth was where Amanda’s mouth and teeth were now situated. But the years had taught Scamander that pleasure slaves were well trained. No rebellion was left in them, and he had enjoyed taunting his victims for so long that he now did it without thought. “I am glad I persuaded Mrs Carno to have you sent for breeding,” he continued. “An aptitude for whoredom must be heritable. Your daughter proves it, does she not?”

“Yes, master,” said Amanda, pausing from her employment just long enough to speak. She must not antagonise him. 

“I thought as much when I persuaded the Oligarchs to proscribe your family. Have you any idea how much it costs to bribe an Oligarch? It’s not because they’re honest. It’s because their sheer wealth makes them greedy. They won’t do anything unless their paid a roomful of cinerium.”

“Yes, master,” said Amanda. 

“I think I’ll ask Mrs Carno to send your daughter for breeding, too,” continued Scamander. “She can be covered by the same stud they used on you.” This was interesting, thought Scamander. Did he detect a slight hesitation in the woman’s movements? Was she struggling to control her anger? He glanced down. He could not see her face, only the blonde hair, rhythmically and dutifully bobbing up and down.

Amanda lived for two purposes only: firstly to rescue her son and daughter and secondly to exact revenge on those who had destroyed her family. If she were to lose control now and inflict terrible pain on only one of her enemies, she would never be able to help Tom or Honey or properly avenge Michael. 

But in her heart Amanda knew those things were not possible. A single, powerless person cannot defeat many powerful ones. Might not this be the best chance she would ever have of exacting even a modicum of revenge?

Scamander was still talking. “If they breed from Honeysuckle, the day may come when your granddaughters will benefit from my custom. You won’t be here, but I will be sure to tell them you were a good whore, of good breeding stock.”

Those were the words which changed the course of history. Scamander may have been about to add a further witticism, but at that moment Amanda made an incisive riposte of her own. 

She bit Scamander’s manhood as hard as she could. 

She did not hear him scream, so hard was she concentrating on her task. Neither was Scamander himself aware of screaming; only of trying to push Amanda’s face away from his groin and pushing his fingers as hard as he could into her eyes. Amanda averted her face and tried to drag her head away from his body while keeping her jaws clamped inexorably shut.  Having begun the task in blind fury she must complete it, she knew. If she lost her grip now, Scamander would live and Amanda would die in vain. 

She would die anyway, she knew, probably on the skewer. A slave who struck her master or any free man was impaled. If a society accepted slavery it had also to have terrible deterrents and apply them without pity. 

Amanda was encouraged by the forceful spurts of hot salty blood gushing into her mouth and over her face. Her teeth were having some effect. She twisted her hand, tightening her grip on Scamander’s scrotum. Together they crashed onto the floor but Amanda maintained her grip. Scamander desperately looked around for something to use as a weapon while simultaneously punching the top of Amanda’s head with his fists until she felt dizzy. 

There was no usable weapon within reach. Still screaming, Scamander dragged himself and Amanda to the door. He managed to unfasten the bolt before slipping in a pool of his own blood on the tiled floor. 

Although neither protagonist was aware of the screams, the noise could be heard in the corridor outside. The walls and doors of the Maidens of Nenuphar were solidly built. The architects had known that girls sometimes yelp and squeal and that gentlemen like privacy, but the sheer volume of Scamander’s screams exceeded the usual level of noise so greatly that Aimee, who happened to be walking past, heard both the muffled screams and a thump as Scamander and Amanda together fell against the door. 

Aimee wondered whether to do something. It was late. Most of the gentlemen had left and most of the girls were already back in their attic dormitory. Then she heard a syllable which sounded like “Help!” and without hesitation she tried to push open the door. 

She nearly slipped in the blood. Confused for a moment, Aimee realised that it was the man screaming, not the slave, and that the man was Scamander. Again without hesitation, she closed and bolted the door, picked up a sheet and pressed it firmly to Scamander’s face, at the same time trying to shield Amanda’s head from the man’s punches. 

For a while the three bodies struggled voicelessly, Scamander and Amanda silent of necessity and Aimee out of choice. Amanda sensed that Scamander’s struggles were beginning to weaken and her heart leapt with joy. Suddenly her head pulled away from his groin and she spat the contents of her mouth onto the floor. She had severed it at last. 

For an instant Aimee wondered what it was. It reminded her of Tami’s windpipe, when that horrible Borbod creature had bitten out poor Tami’s throat and spat it onto the floor on that terrible night when the Evening Star was attacked. 

The helpless stump of Scamander’s manhood still attached to his groin was gushing a fountain of blood. Amanda tightened her grip on his scrotum and twisted harder. Can pain on its own kill a man? Amanda wondered, or will he simply bleed to death? I hope the pain kills him. 

Both women were kneeling across Scamander’s body with their full weight. Aimee was on his chest, pressing the sheet firmly over his face. “Do you want to live, Scamander?” she said. He nodded desperately. “You screamed like a girl, Scamander. You screamed like a girl.” 

Scamander looked into Aimee’s eyes and she knew that he remembered those words. He had spoken them himself once, long ago on the Evening Star, when he had told Aimee how her brother and father had died. Now he heard the words again. 

They were the last words that Peter Scamander ever heard.


37: BODY OF EVIDENCE

….We believe that Scamander was on Akkadis to negotiate an agreement between the Empire and the Oligarchy. The Empire wanted permission to station military vessels at the Akkadis Naval Base, and an assurance that the Kzam’s forces would not be allowed into Akkadisi space. Scamander appears to have been extremely well funded by the Empire. We also believe he was receiving bribes from sources sympathetic to the Kzam…

Tozeur, N., Chief Inspector, Commission for Public Safety. (Case file 2356/3000, Scamander, P.W. 

After a while, Aimee said, “I think he’s dead.” 

“He might be unconscious,” said Amanda. 

“Is he still bleeding?”

“No.” Amanda forced her shaking hand to release the cleric’s scrotum. 

Aimee picked up his severed manhood and pushed it down Scamander’s throat. “Choke on it, bastard,” she said. She too was shaking. Amanda fought on overwhelming urge to subside into giggling. She knew she would not be able to enjoy her victory for long. 

“Thank you, Aimee. Thank you,” said Amanda more seriously. 

“What are we going to do now?”

“Are you expected back?”

“No. It’s almost three. I was on my way back to the dorm.”

“Shower, Aimee. Get the blood off. Put my clothes on. They’re over there, they’re clean. Go back to the dorm and don’t say anything. Put my clothes in the laundry basket. They won’t know you were here. They’ve no reason to suspect you. I can’t deny I was here, but there’s no point you getting caught too.”

Aimee nodded. It made sense. “What about you, Manda?” she said. “What are you going to do?” 

“Wait here, I suppose, till they find me. They’ll be checking the rooms soon. It’s late. Or I suppose I could go and tell Dogknot what I’ve done. ‘Excuse me, Mrs Knott, I’m afraid I’ve killed a gentleman. I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to. He told me to use my mouth and I got carried away.’ ” Amanda began giggling. She might as well enjoy her victory while she could. “Then they’ll call the police. I suppose they’ll skewer me. I don’t see what else they can do.” 

“Maybe they won’t,” said Aimee, trying to think of something encouraging to say. “Maybe it won’t happen. Anything could happen. You never know. The things you expect normally end up not happening.” Aimee realised that she was talking nonsense, and stopped.

“I suppose I could kill myself,” said Amanda. “I think they might torture me first. I’ll try not to say you were here. If they make me say someone helped me, I could say it was Ronika. I could say it was Dogknot!” 

Aimee hastily removed her bloody clothes, showered in the large bath and donned Amanda’s clean ones. The costumes were not named or numbered. 

“Aimee, listen. I’ve been thinking. Aimee, can you strangle me?”

“Pardon?”

“That bastard’s got a belt. You could use it on me. I think I could keep still and not struggle, if you did it quickly. Only, I don’t think I can do it by myself.”

Aimee did not reply at first. Then she said. “I’m not sure if I can. Not to a friend.”

Amanda looked at Aimee. Aimee added, “And they’d know you had someone helping you.” 

“Yes. Of course, you’re right. I’m sorry. I can’t ask you to do that. Go now. Before they realise you’re late. Aimee, I don’t think I’ll see you again. Give my love to Honey. Tell her I love her.” They both felt the impulse to exchange a hug, but did not. Amanda was still smothered in blood. 

Then Amanda said urgently, “Aimee, try to look after Honey. She’s too young for all of this. You’re strong, you can help her.” Aimee nodded, surprised to hear herself described as strong. She thought Amanda was the strong one. “Promise me, Aimee.”

“I promise,” replied the younger woman.

“Go now, quickly. While you still can.” 

Aimee left. 

Alone, Amanda considered her options. Escape was obviously impossible. Suicide would be a further act of revenge on the authorities, but would they simply punish Tom and Honey instead? And how, physically, could she kill herself? She cleared the floor and the clothes and hid the body and bloody sheets under the bed. That might gain her a few hours, at most. Perhaps she could hide inside the building for a while. Perhaps she could ask Gumbo to help her. 

It was all nonsense, of course. Escape was not within the bounds of possibility. She sat on the bed to think. 

She was still thinking when Ronika arrived to check the room. Ronika ran to fetch Mrs Knott. When the manageress entered the room, Amanda neither stood nor curtsied nor said, “Good evening, ma’am.” There did not seem much point. 

The woman was obviously mad. Stark staring mad, thought Mrs Knott. She had giggled and then burst into tears when Mrs Knott demanded to know what had happened.

Ronika had taken Amanda down to a cellar and locked her in. Perhaps Amanda had indeed been momentarily insane, but that did not help Mrs Knott’s situation at all. A murder, in her establishment! Her career was over, now. She would be out on the street. She could not tell the police, not yet. She would have to speak to Mrs Carno first. A wild thought occurred to her: could she cover up the murder altogether? Henderson might not have told anyone where he was going last night. Gentlemen seldom announced to friends or family they were visiting a pleasure house. 

But Ronika knew. Mrs Knott had told Ronika to tell no one. Under no circumstances must Ronika breathe a word of this. But could Ronika be trusted? Almost certainly not. Not for very long, anyway.

Mrs Knott's mind whirled in indecision. No, she could not hide a murder. Henderson had seemed to be an important man. The authorities would search until they found him. But she still had to tell Mrs Carno first. To save even the tiniest shred of her career, she had to tell Mrs Carno first. Mrs Knott turned cold with fear, imagining her employer’s face when she told her what had happened. She could picture Mrs Carno’s cold fury already. Suppose the Maidens lost its license to operate! Suppose Akkadis Leisure lost all its licenses! Would Mrs Carno even be satisfied with ruining her career? Would she seek further revenge?

Alone in the dark, Amanda thought it must now be afternoon. Why had the police not yet come? Was Mrs Knott keeping the murder a secret? If so, why? Certainly not to save Amanda. Why would Mrs Knott be afraid to tell the authorities? To keep such a thing secret they would have to dispose of Henderson’s body, and dispose of Amanda, too, she realised.

What Amanda did not know was that not only had Mrs Knott hesitated before informing Mrs Carno, but Mrs Carno herself had further delayed informing the police. She was as afraid of the police as if she had murdered Henderson herself. When they found out that Henderson had been killed, they might also find out about the packages she had delivered to him. Then they might also find out about Gumbo. Mrs Carno was in trouble. She was out of her depth and needed help. She could not go to the police until she had spoken to Senator Thrux.

But Senator Thrux had no intention of helping Mrs Carno. He could not help her without putting himself at risk. Mrs Carno was expendable. That was the reason he had asked her to help him hand over the packages in the first place. He told her that she could not hide a murder. She must report the death to the police immediately. As long as she kept her head, she would be all right. 

But he gave her a warning, too. If the police found out about the packages she had delivered, and if they even suspected that the packages came from him, it would no longer be a police matter. The Commission for Public Safety would be involved.  Mrs Carno would end up in Diskobolus. 

In the darkness of the cellar Amanda heard a noise. The cellar was in fact an ancient bomb shelter similar to the one under Sebastian Nargal’s house. They were common in the older parts of town.

The door opened. It was Ronika. She had brought food and water. Amanda was not hungry, but the water was very welcome. 

“Try to eat something. You’ll need your strength,” Ronika urged her.

“What for? What good will strength do me?”

“You will need it, to escape,” said Ronika, and then paused for her words to sink in. “No, just listen. We might be able to help you. But you must do exactly what I say. Here, try this.” Ronika paused for a few moments. “I’ll come for you in two hours’ time. Gumbo will carry you outside in a sack with the rubbish. You’ll be given a bag containing food, clothes, a little money and some land cab tokens, and the address of a house. Memorise the address and then destroy it. Once you’re outside the front door, you’re on your own. Have you got that? Go to the address. They will hide you. Do you understand?”

“I… yes, I think so. But why… I mean, thank you, but why are you helping me?”

“Revenge. I have my reasons. That bastard had a lot of enemies. But there’s a price too. I know what you and the others have been doing.”

“Doing?”

“Keeping your tips. You, Honey, Roxie, the others. I’m not stupid. It must be quite a lot by now. I want a share. I want a thousand solidi from you.” Amanda thought for a moment and Ronika added, “Unless you can think of a better use for it. Or would you rather get skewered?”

“But how do I know… I mean, thank you, thank you, but how do I know you’re really going to let me go?”

“Because I’m ruttocking well risking my life for you, that’s why. If Dogknot had sent me, she’d just torture you until you told her where the money was. They won’t grease the skewer, you know. They never do, not for a slave. You’ll be writhing all day. I want to help you, but you can help me too.”

Amanda nodded. ‘Greasing the skewer’ meant giving the victim a quick death. “All right,” she said. “The money’s hidden in several different places. You’ll have to ask Honey. Tell her, tell her that her pet cat was called Smokey. That’s the code phrase. She’ll know how to find the money.”

Ronika had been correct to guess that several of the girls had been keeping and hiding their tips. Mrs Grant and Mr Bolventor in particular had been quite generous. 

Two hours, Ronika had said. Amanda tried to judge the time. If anyone came much before or much after that time, it meant trouble. It meant that Ronika had either betrayed them or been discovered. But if the door opened in about two hours, maybe, just possibly, there was hope. 

A long time later, Amanda heard a footstep. It was difficult to judge time, but it did indeed seem about two hours since Ronika had spoken to her. It’s either the police, Amanda thought, or Ronika or Gumbo here to rescue me. 

Then the light came on, dazzling her. The switch was outside the door. She heard someone entering the key code. 

The door swung open. A man stood in the doorway, but it was not Gumbo. He wore a uniform, but not of the regular city police. It was a uniform Amanda knew only too well. 

The man spoke. “I am Inspector Tozeur of the Commission for Public Safety,” he said.


EPILOGUE

A foretaste of The Atkoi War, Volume 3: Slave Girl of Nenuphar

(i)

The Captain gestured to Kyra and Voragine to board the little vessel. He was a thickset, frightening looking man named Pitogo. Kyra realised that Voragine and Pitogo knew each other. Pitogo seemed respectful toward the inspector. He owed Voragine a favour, and Voragine’s contacts with Intelligence were sometimes useful. It was an acquaintance they had both cultivated. 

Kyra was glad Voragine was with her. She knew he had a pistol. She had seen the way some of Pitogo’s men looked at her and she suspected they would have had their own plans for her if Voragine was not there to protect her. 

Alone in their tiny cabin, Kyra made obeisance to Voragine. Then she said, “Master, may I ask a question?” 

Voragine grinned. “I get the bunk. You can sleep on the floor,” he said. He felt relief now that they were off Ziandakush.

Kyra smiled politely but did not laugh. “I saw the pistol. If the Kzam’s men catch us, what will you do?” she asked. 

“If the Atkoi catch us, we’re both dead, Kyra. I will kill as many of them as I can, first.”

“And will you… I don’t want them to catch me again. Not alive.”

Voragine nodded. “I understand. I won’t let them catch you alive. It will be very quick. Straight to your head. You’ll never know. I promise. And only if I think we can’t escape.”

“Thank you, master.”

“Kyra, you seem very courageous. After everything that’s happened, how can you be so brave?”

(ii)

They would shift out of metaspace at Bajimond.

Bajimond was a remote, uninhabited system now within Atkoi held space, only eighteen light years from the front line. It was an ideal position from which to cross the frontier, far from any strategic or inhabited worlds, and not in a direct line between Ziandakush and the Central Worlds. 

No interstellar state or empire could possibly police every square light year of its borders, and Pitogo knew that in a time of war, the Kzam’s vessels would be deployed more usefully than patrolling somewhere like Bajimond. If anything, the Atkoi had probably advanced even further into Imperial space by now, but Pitogo would take no chances. 

The Princess would verify its position and shift back into metaspace and then continue to St Juvenal, which they believed to be well within Imperial space. But they would take nothing for granted and approach it with extreme caution. Then finally, Kyra and Voragine would be free of the Kzamate: free, and no longer at risk of a horrible death. 

Voragine and Kyra were allowed onto the bridge to see the metashift. Pitogo’s first officer was looking at a screen. “Any second now…” he said. Nothing happened. Just as Kyra began to wonder whether something had gone wrong, the stars of normal space suddenly appeared.

But something else had also appeared. Pitogo swore and several of his crew rushed into action. “Warships”, said Pitogo. “Fifteen of them. They shouldn’t be here. No, sixteen. Dammit, they shouldn’t be here. We’ve dropped into the middle of the whole ruttocking fleet!”

“They’ve seen us,” said the first officer. 

Kyra’s blood ran cold.

(iii)

When the first blast hit Diskobolus, the room was lit up brighter than day. There was no window in Amanda’s tiny cell, only a grating in the door. The light gradually faded. Seconds later she heard a dull but prolonged and thunderous boom. Lightning? she wondered. No. The light had persisted for much too long. Then there was another blast, then another, then another. Soon the thunderous booms merged together into a continuous low roar. She heard shouting, not in panic but in excitement. Prisoners were shouting to one another, asking what was going on. Strangely, no one ordered them to be silent. 

One of the blasts must have struck closer than all the others. Amanda was knocked from her pallet onto the floor. For a few moments she was blinded, deafened and confused. This was followed by further blasts. She was not certain, but she thought she had been unconscious for a few moments. Desperately uttering prayers, at one point she thought: If I die now in this earthquake, or explosion, or whatever it is, I have won. They can’t kill me again. I have already killed Scamander. They can never take that away from me. 

Then she was aware of more shouting and the spitting sound of neutrino pistol fire. She was coughing uncontrollably in clouds of dust. She could hear cries of pain. 

Diskobolus is on fire, she thought. In the dim flickering light from the grating she could see that the walls to her cell were still standing solidly. Whatever had happened to the rest of the complex, Amanda was still held securely. The cells have been built to be blast proof, she thought. Escape proof. After a few minutes the sound of firing stopped although she could still hear distant voices. 

Then she heard a voice from the corridor outside. “Hello! Is anyone in here?” It did not sound like a guard. It sounded too polite. Amanda made herself known. 

“Stand back from the door,” came the reply. “Stand well back.” Amanda scarcely had time to obey before several blasts of neutrino fire melted the door locks. Her rescuer was in a hurry. The room was uncomfortably hot. 

 “Sorry,” he said. “There are no keys. It’s all palm operated. You’d better take this,” he added. She had never seen the man before, but he gave her a neutrino pistol. In Diskobolus, all men are brothers, she thought. 

“Do you know how to use it?” 

“I…I think so,” she said. Michael had showed her. 

“Kill any guards you see,” the man added. “Don’t mess about. Just kill them. Then get out of here fast. There could be another blast any minute.” 

“Who is… blasting us?” Amanda asked. 

“Imperials, I think,” he said. “It’s not just Diskobolus. It’s the city too. They want the spaceport. Their ambassador’s just been killed. The Oligarchs must have had him killed, to suck up to the Kzam.”

Shocked, Amanda wondered, Is this my doing? Have I brought this down upon us? 

Much later she realised that she had never thanked her rescuer and she was ashamed of her thoughtlessness. 

She saw bodies in the corridor, some of prisoners but mostly of guards killed either in the original blasts or by escaping prisoners. 

Is Tozeur dead? she wondered. I hope so. Is Lavendro dead? Lavendro killed Michael. I would like to kill Lavendro before I die.

(iv)

The first Imperial world in the path of the invading Atkoi fleet was New Wessex.

The Atkoi had demanded its immediate surrender, a demand which the authorities rejected out of hand. An Imperial planet did not surrender to Atkoi raiders 

Then the torment began. The five largest cities on the planet were blasted from above. These were not the precise, controlled blasts of a civilised enemy aiming to destroy military targets or strategic buildings. Each blast vaporised huge sections of a city, reducing them to dust. All the military bases and most of the spaceports were attacked. 

New Wessex was unable to offer any resistance. With the capital city destroyed, no one was left even to surrender. As the blasts continued, the remnants of the civil authorities in the provinces attempted to transmit their submission. They were ignored. The High Admiral, Prince Ozim Otheris at Otheris, would make an example of New Wessex.

Living in a suburb some miles from the centre of one of those large cities, April Parsons had seen the blasts as they lit up the sky that first night. The family had considered fleeing but the news broadcasts advised strongly against travel. By morning the blasts had stopped but a thick grey cloud of smoke and dust covered the city, making it difficult to breathe even miles from the blasted areas. The news broadcasts had stopped. 

When broadcasts resumed, they were in the harsh tones of heavily accented Inglic. The Atkoi were in command. They had appointed a new planetary governor, called the Ul-Kzam. The populace were ordered to stay at home. Anyone found out of doors would be considered guilty of sedition and executed. The Ul-Kzam had also decreed a havoc, to last for seven days. The doors to all properties were to be left unlocked. Anyone locking their doors would be executed. Anyone offering resistance would be executed. Several divisions of Berserkers had landed on New Wessex and would deal with any resistance without mercy. 

April’s father Jared explained that a havoc was an Atkoi tradition. It was barbaric. It meant that for seven days their soldiers could do anything they pleased. They could enter any property and seize any goods or persons they chose and no one was allowed to resist. 

April’s parents considered it best to comply in every way with the decree. They must give the invaders no cause to take offence. It was unlikely the Atkoi would visit their house. They could surely not visit every house on the planet. But if they did come, then the family would be polite and cooperative and give them everything they wanted. They would not provoke them in any way. 

For three days they waited nervously. Their doors were unlocked. They ate little. It would be necessary to conserve food. Nor could they waste water, as the supply had been cut off. Their power cells had recently been recharged, so their electricity would last provided it was used sparingly. 

By the fourth day it was still quiet and they dared to hope that nothing would happen. 

Then, at nine o’clock in the evening, it began. For the first time the Parsons family saw flashes of neutrino blasts in their own neighbourhood. They heard screams and shouts and several houses nearby were burning. Then there were more screams, closer to their own home. It sounded like Mrs Medina next door, or possibly her daughter Ellen, who was April’s friend. Both girls were studying at the local university. Ellen was a pretty brunette studying to be a teacher. April was a very attractive fair haired nursing student. 

Mr and Mrs Parsons looked at each other. Sally Parsons shook her head urgently. Whatever happened, they must not intervene. For the sake of April, and Allan their son, they must not intervene, despite fearing for the safety of their friends and neighbours. 

Suddenly there was an intense, bright flash, visible through the darkened window. Jared Parsons crossed to the window to make it transparent, but Sally hissed urgently, “No! No!” and he stopped himself. They must not draw attention to themselves in any way. 

At that moment they heard a noise at the door. Four men in dusty Atkoi berserker uniforms swaggered arrogantly into the living room. Jared thought one or two of them had been drinking. Three were armed with neutrino rifles. Their leader carried a pistol. 

“All you, stand there. By wall,” he said bluntly, in heavily accented Inglic. 

“Good evening, gentlemen,” Jared began. “God bless the Kzam. Welcome to our home.” He had planned this speech. He wished his voice would not tremble so much. “How can…?”

The Atkoi pointed his pistol at Jared and snapped, “You get on floor. All you.” Then he added, “Where is money? You, fetch.” He indicated Jared. Jared handed over the money. There was very little actual money in the house, only a few credits, but Jared cooperated fully. 

The berserkers searched the house and took everything of value that was small and portable. They also took food and liquor. “Leave land car in front,” said their leader. “Later, we fetch.” Then to Jared’s dismay he added, “Now give me money you hide.” As he spoke, the Atkoi raised his pistol and pointed it directly at Jared. 

They had not hidden any valuables. They had not dared to. But other families obviously had done so, and now the Atkoi assumed everyone was holding something back. Desperately Jared and Sally shook their heads. April felt her heart thumping in panic. Suppose the Atkoi did not believe them? 

The Atkoi leader gestured towards April and Sally. “Two women. You stand,” he said. He looked at them critically. They were both blonde and slim, with lovely figures. The younger one was a real beauty, he decided, the best they had found tonight. He would get a bounty for her. Even the older one was pretty. 

He grinned and said something in Atkoi to his subordinates. One of the grinning men stepped forward and firmly took hold of April. She screamed and looked to her parents for guidance. 

Jared stood up. “Wait! We’ve given you everything we’ve got. The Ul-Kzam said that no one would be hurt if they….” but for the second time on that dreadful evening Jared’s sentence was left unfinished. The leader of the four Atkoi raised his pistol and blasted Jared, and then turned the weapon on April’s brother, Allan. In those two intense blasts of light, Sally Parsons saw her world destroyed.

The remains of both bodies slumped lifeless to the floor. Neither had screamed, although Jared had made a hissing, rasping sound as the heated air escaped from his lungs and passed across his vocal chords. The berserkers’ leader gave his men further instructions. They grinned. Sally and April seemed too shocked to scream. They were whimpering, until one of the men ordered them to silence. With a supreme effort of will, they controlled themselves.

“You. Both you. Take off your clothes,” said the leader. April looked at her mother. “You want burn like them, yes?”

“Do what they want,” Sally whispered urgently to her daughter. Somehow they had to survive this encounter. Hesitantly they removed their clothing until they were both wearing only their briefs. They stood with their hands crossed across their breasts. All four men had stopped their search of the house to watch the humiliation of the two women. 

“All clothes. You waste time, I blast you, yes?”

The man sounded annoyed. Terrified, Sally and April obeyed. 

“Put arms by sides.”

They stood side by side, completely bare. The berserker’s leader had been correct in his initial assessment. They were both very attractive. Both were fair haired and nearly blonde, with straight shoulder length hair. Both were of medium height, with attractive slim figures and curving hips. Sally, at thirty-nine, had full, round breasts. April’s breasts were smaller, but firm. They both stood still, looking downwards to the floor a few feet in front of them and glowing hotly in their shame and misery. 

One of the men said something in Atkoi, and the others laughed. Their leader explained for Sally and April’s benefit: “You both no hairs on body. They think very nice.” Again, they understood what he meant. Depilation was fashionable on New Wessex and it was considered a usual beauty treatment. Sally and April were both depilated. They burned with humiliation. 

One of the men reached out to touch April’s breasts. Sally pulled her daughter back and said, “Please! Sir, please, don’t hurt my daughter. I’ll do whatever you…” but her words were cut short as one of the men seized her by the hair and stuffed a piece of cloth in her mouth. It was an ornamental cover which Sally had embroidered for a small coffee table. He pulled Sally’s hands behind her back and snapped a tie around her wrists, fastening them firmly together. 

He was standing behind Sally and he pushed her elbows together and gave her a little shake. She was an attractive woman and her full breasts bounced prettily. He grinned and called to the other men and repeated his demonstration for their benefit. They found it quite entertaining. 

Sally closed her eyes and tried to force herself not to panic. She felt her breasts bouncing again and then the man was fondling her, squeezing and feeling her. Whatever they do, she thought, I must endure it. For April’s sake, I will endure. When they are sated, surely they will leave, and perhaps they will spare April. 

One of the other men pulled April’s hands behind her back and fastened them together. He looked around the room and noticed the dining table. It was solidly made, with a crossbeam connecting its legs. He ordered April to kneel and he tethered her wrists to the crossbeam with another tie. She would not be able to slide her wrists free. For good measure he also tied her ankles together. 

Then the four men led Sally stumbling along the hall to the main bedroom. April watched in horror. They tied my ankles together, thought April. But they have not tied Mama’s ankles.

They did not shut the doors. From time to time April heard the men talking and laughing in the bedroom. She heard Sally’s muffled squeals and whimpers. 

They took a very long time. They had taken several bottles of beer or wine with them, the contents of Jared Parsons’ drinks cabinet. April tried not to look at the bodies on the floor. She pulled as hard as she could on the ties but only managed to cut into her wrists. The core must be made of fibresteel, she thought. She concentrated on pulling on the tie, ignoring the pain. 

After a long time, a very long time, April heard a muffled scream, louder than all the others. She tensed, sensing that something was about to happen. Then she heard the spit of a neutrino pistol and a flash of light was reflected down the hall and into the lounge. Horrified, April froze. There was a second spit and a second flash. There were no more screams. 

Then April heard a movement. The men would return any second now, she knew. They would return for her. Desperately, with all her strength, she tried to break the tie. It cut deeper into her flesh. She adjusted her hands and tried again.

Then it was too late. The men had returned to the room. One of them walked over to April and squeezed one of her breasts. She tried to twist away and said, “Please, no please.” 

Then he saw her bleeding wrists and looked at the cuts. They would not affect the bounty, he thought. With a tiny clipper, he cut the tie which fastened her to the table and pulled her upright. Then he cut the ankle tie. 

This is the beginning, thought April. They’re going to start on me now. I want it to end quickly. Perhaps if I struggle, they will kill me quickly. 

But the men did not molest April at all. Their leader spoke. “You going to Honeypot,” he grinned. April had no idea what he meant. They pulled her stumbling out of the house to a military personnel carrier parked nearby. 

April found herself in the company of perhaps two dozen other girls from the surrounding suburbs. From time to time the vehicle was moved and more girls were added.

It was light by the time they were taken to a large corrugated fibresteel building which looked like a factory. There were many prisoners, all female, already there. They comforted one another as best they could. One girl kindly gave April a garment to wear, a white underdress which became her only apparel. 

Then April met a young woman named Jinni. Jinni had seen a terrible sight: a stake embedded in the ground, on which a young woman had been impaled. It was a punishment, Jinni had been told. It was what the Atkoi did. The girl had been sent to the Honeypot. In the Honeypot one of the soldiers had chosen her, but she had struggled. She was to be an example to all of them. The girls in the Honeypot must never offer resistance to a soldier who wanted them. 

April had no idea what Jinni was talking about. She remembered the name, though. The Atkoi had mentioned the Honeypot. With mounting dread, April listened as Jinni explained what the word meant. 

Every Atkoi military or naval unit had a sort of club where the soldiers could go to be entertained by girls. This was called the Honeypot, a translation of an Atkoi word. The girls were, in fact, pleasures slaves. During the days of havoc the Atkoi soldiers could simply choose any woman and do as the pleased with her, but when things settled down they would have to go to the Honeypot if they wanted a woman. They did not even have to pay. They were each allowed one visit every two weeks, if they so pleased. The Atkoi believed it was good for morale. It kept the soldiers happy. Every Atkoi garrison on New Wessex would have its own Honeypot. The men expected it. It was one of their privileges, their perks. 

The Honeypots required recruits. Jinni, April and all the other girls were being conscripted, procured to fill the Honeypots. They had been harvested to stock the military brothels of New Wessex and other conquered planets. They would follow the unstoppable tide of Atkoi advance, servicing the needs of the Atkoi soldiers. Others would be transported to different worlds in the Kzamate and sold as slaves, to help defray the costs of war.

April was silent. The horror of what was happening was beyond words. Some of the other girls groaned. Others quietly wept.

AUTHOR’S NOTE
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