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PROLOGUE

“Lot Fifteen is Aimee, nineteen years of age, covered, new to the brand, a pretty blonde Imperial.” 

Aimee could feel her heart thumping with terror as she was led onto the brightly lit sales platform. The platform was surrounded on three sides by several rows of seats, tiered like an amphitheatre. The seats were crowded with several hundred spectators, and none of them were too far from Aimee to see her features and appreciate her beauty. They loomed over her and made her feel surrounded and exposed, which indeed she was.

Aimee wore only a brief, white, short cropped bolero top which did not fasten shut across her breasts, and a white skirt, split on both sides so that it was really no more than two rectangles of cloth, hardly ten inches long. Mortified, she knew that it must be immediately apparent that beneath her costume she was entirely bare. She took care to stand gracefully, with her legs straight and pressed close together, and she took only small steps in case the slightest movement betrayed what little modesty remained to her. 

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

She wished they had not made her dress so immodestly. She also wished the auctioneer had not mentioned that she had been ‘covered’. She knew what the word meant. It meant that she was no longer a virgin. But Aimee wanted to be bought by someone respectable, someone who would understand that she was really a nice girl from a good family. 

Three days ago Aimee Pembroke and the other girls from the Evening Star had been delivered to the Rose Garden. They had been checked medically and examined to determine their virginity or otherwise. They had been dipped, plucked of all body hair, injected and microchipped. Low on her pelvis, barely concealed by her skirt, Aimee now wore the Rose Garden brand, seared indelibly into her flesh.

But Aimee was not conscious of that burning pain now. The fear and humiliation of standing on an auction block two hundred light years from home, surrounded by total strangers leering at her almost naked body, had driven all other thoughts from her mind.

Any one of those strangers might soon own her. She did not know who would buy her or to what use she would be put; only that her future, her very life would depend on his slightest whim. 

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

THE STORY SO FAR

It is the year 2999. An interstellar passenger liner called the Evening Star has been attacked, boarded and plundered by terrorists. Several dozen of the younger women passengers have been transported beyond the borders of the Empire, beyond hope of rescue, to the barbaric rogue planet of Akkadis where they will be sold as slaves. They have become helpless pawns in a game of political intrigue.

Now read on….

1: GOING, GOING, GONE

Everything in Rome has its price.

Juvenal (Satires, 3)

Slave girls at the Rose Garden were never auctioned naked. Generations of experience taught that the dealers could achieve a better price if the slaves wore just sufficient to leave something to the buyers’ imaginations. This was not to say that the girls were sold fully clothed, either; that might obscure their best features and give the impression that the vendors wished to hide something. The sales costumes at the Rose Garden were therefore a compromise. Aimee’s embarrassment concerning her skimpy white top and the skirt (which barely deserved that appellation) was understandable. She was not yet aware that other, less reputable auction houses on Akkadis sold their slave girls entirely naked. As a Rose Garden girl, Aimee would be spared that added humiliation, at least for her initial sale.

The Rose Garden badge, known as the Victory mark, was embroidered prominently on the top and on the skirt, back and front. Aimee did not know whether this was the badge of the auction house or the whole planet or of its slaves in general. They had been told very little.

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

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

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

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

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

It was into this holding cage that Manuela prodded Aimee, through a barred gate which provided the only entrance and exit. Another slave ordered her to remove her sales costume and handed her a blue dress which she gratefully took. It, too, displayed the ubiquitous V mark. 

With the emotional strain of her sale over, Aimee dissolved into tears. Daisy and Carys were already in the cage, in similar dresses. They hugged Aimee and they all cried together.

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

“It might not be a restaurant. It might be a company that owns hotels, for people on holiday. We might be going to be chambermaids, cleaning their rooms,” said Nysha. She, too, had been bought by Akkadis Leisure.

“Yes, we could be chambermaids,” said Carys.

“Whoever they are, at least they’re all human,” said Nysha. The others murmured in agreement. Manuela had warned them that unsold girls were sometimes sent to a dealer from the interior who traded with xenogenes on the Great Plateau. They must all try to smile and look cheerful, Manuela had said, so that they were sold the first time.

“But what about, ‘A Cut Below’? What could that mean?” asked Daisy. Her question was not merely academic. ‘A Cut Below’ was the name of her new owner. Clearly it was not the name of an individual. Could it be a hairdresser? There was an expensive ladies’ hairdresser which she knew of back home on Tolon, called ‘A Cut Above.’ But it didn’t sound right, somehow. None of the others in the holding cage could offer any suggestions. They conducted their conversation in whispers. They could hear the progress of the auction but not see it. They wished they could have asked one of the local Akkadisi women what was going on. There had been several local girls in the auction but they had been sold earlier on and already removed from the holding cell. 

Clara and Pippa, who together constituted Lot Sixteen, had already been sent onto the sales block. When a pair of sisters became available, Bleeny would sometimes try to sell them together. Lot Seventeen would then consist of Annamarie, their mother. It was not unknown for the same buyer to purchase several members of the same family. Bleeny was not doing this as an act of kindness but in order to achieve a higher price. The whole was sometimes worth more than the sum of its parts.

“Lot Sixteen,” announced the auctioneer, “Twin sisters. Clara, covered, and her sister Philippa, certified a virgin, both eighteen years old. Both Imperial, new to the brand, well educated, daughters of an Imperial priest.” He paused for a moment. “And what heavenly figures they have!” Again the audience seemed amused. There was little sympathy on Akkadis either for the Empire or its church. Indeed, the Holy Orthodox Church was outlawed. Most Akkadisi were independent monophysites by faith. A few, including most Atkoi, were Arians.

The bidding began at ten thousand solidi, rose slowly to fifteen thousand and then seemed to lose momentum altogether. Bleeny knew what the problem was. He would get a better price selling them separately. He would sell the virgin first, then her sister, then the dam. Watching the sale from his office, he spoke into his microphone: “Sell them separately.” The auctioneer had a receiver in his ear and immediately stopped the sale. There was a murmur of irritation, but only from a very few bidders who had imagined they might get a bargain.

Clara was sent back to the waiting bench. Only Pippa remained, utterly alone. She was a very pretty blonde, with bright green eyes and a shy, quiet nature. She had been dreading the sale and was plainly terrified of what was happening.

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

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

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

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

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

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

The bidding soon rose to twelve thousand solidi. That was from the Cherry Orchard. Then Akkadis Leisure put in a bid of twelve thousand five hundred. There seemed to be only two bidders left now. Pippa hoped Akkadis Leisure would buy her and Clara and their mother and they would be able to stay with her friends, Nysha and Carys and Aimee. The worst possible fate would be to be alone on this horrible world, without friends. The auctioneer called for a bid of thirteen thousand, but the buyer from the Cherry Orchard shook his head. But just as the auctioneer was about to close the sale, someone called out “Yes,” in clear though heavily accented Inglic.

There were no further bids. “Sold for thirteen thousand solidi, to the gentleman in front,” said the auctioneer. Pippa tried to look round to see who had bought her, but she could not distinguish him in the crowd. At some point her purchaser would have to leave the room and go to the office to sign the contract, but perhaps he wished to watch some more of the auction first.

The auctioneer sent Pippa to the holding cage and called for the next lot. Clara emerged, white faced, onto the block. She was sold for eight thousand, seven hundred and fifty solidi to Akkadis Leisure. Next, Annamarie was led out. There were few bidders and she was bought for three thousand, two hundred and fifty solidi by someone or something called Damsels in Distress. A woman of thirty-nine, no matter how attractive, had fewer useful years left in her and would only ever be of limited interest. 

Annamarie was led back to the holding cage. Her last remaining hope was gone now. They had been sold to different buyers. Clara and Pippa would be taken away by men she had never met, who could use them as they pleased, and she did not even know the name of the man who had bought Pippa. Even if by some miracle Annamarie was one day freed, she would not be able to find Pippa. And Stephen and Aiden must now be dead. Annamarie collapsed in tears and neither her daughters nor any of their companions could console her.    

Some of the buyers sounded like private individuals. Someone called Mr Ampituak bought one girl and a Mr Belmont and a Mr Binong had also made purchases. Other buyers had peculiar names. One was called the Garden of Delight. Others were the Temple of Love, Love Hurts, and Love Bunnies. One was called the Comfort Zone, and another was the Gilded Cage.

Aimee, Carys and Nysha all hoped they had been bought as waitresses. Carys was a good cook, and they might let her cook, and if they liked her cooking they would look after her. She wondered what the cooking on Akkadis was like.

The majority of the girls seized from the Evening Star were not being auctioned that night. Most of those who were still virgins would be sold later, in private sales. The Rose Garden would achieve a better place that way. But those who were not virgins – those who had been covered, as the local expression went – were sold at auction, and the buyers were very often pleasure houses. The pleasure houses on Akkadis had an insatiable demand for new delicacies with which to tempt and treat their customers. The buyers had been able to inspect the girls on the morning of the auction, in the salon of the Rose Garden. 

Most pleasure houses would seldom buy virgins. It did not usually make economic sense. A girl sold ‘virgo intacta’ might typically cost up to fifty percent more than a similar woman who had been covered. 

But there were exceptions to this rule. Roxie and Honeysuckle had both been bought by a pleasure house. They were proscribed traitors and the authorities had insisted on it. Nevertheless proscription was a rare penalty and such cases were unusual.

Sometimes though, a pleasure house would buy a virgin intending her to entertain a wealthy client. There are men with a great deal of money, who have grown so bored with the usual ways of spending it that they are willing to pay for this form of amusement. Generally they would insist on the exclusive use of the girl not merely for a few hours but for the duration of a week or two. After the agreed period had elapsed, the slave in question would be treated as one of the ordinary girls of the pleasure house, available to all its customers at the usual price. She might indeed be very popular with the clients. She may have been required to serve them drinks or dance for them for perhaps several weeks during which time they saw her but could not afford to avail themselves of her services. When such a girl finally became available she would be, for a while at least, one of the most popular girls in the house. Novelty has a charm all of its own, which every owner or manager of a pleasure house knows very well. There were even a few pleasure houses, such as the Cherry Orchard and First Love, which specialised in providing their clients with virgins.

Lot Nineteen consisted of two sisters, Janina and Juliet Esk. Bleeny would try to sell them as a pair. They were, after all, much closer in value than Clara and Pippa. Neither of them were virgins. The crew of the Vengeance in Mine had seen to that with unmitigated thoroughness. When Manuela heard the auctioneer say, “Lot Nineteen please,” she tapped the girls on their heads and whispered, “Go.” They glanced at each other, terrified, and left through the archway directly onto the auction block.

“Lot Nineteen, Janina and Juliet. Two sisters from Stormhaven in the Empire, aged twenty-three and nineteen, both covered, both new to the brand.” Juliet reached out to clasp her sister’s hand. They desperately hoped to be kept together. They understood that if the bidding failed to reach a certain price, they would be withdrawn from sale and sold separately as Clara and Pippa had been.

“Daughters of a property developer, we understand,” added the auctioneer. “Both very well developed themselves, as you can see. Obedient and affectionate, they’d be a pleasure to own. They hope to be kept together. For the pair of them, do I have a bid of twelve thousand?  Twelve thousand, five hundred. Thirteen thousand. Thirteen thousand, five hundred.

The bidding rapidly rose to eighteen thousand, by which time only two buyers remained interested. There was a pause. Then a bid of eighteen thousand, five hundred solidi was made. The auctioneer paused. No further bids were forthcoming. Juliet and Janina tensed. They had been sold. Their buyer was called Damsels in Distress.

Wide eyed, the two sisters looked into the audience to try to catch a glimpse of the man who had bought them. Terrified, Janina saw him looking directly at them. On impulse she pressed her hands together in supplication, placed her left foot behind her right and curtsied. It was a gesture she had seen Pixie make to Mr Sutic. It was essential to show her master that she was a good girl, obedient and compliant.

The two pretty sisters were sent to the holding cage wondering what ‘Damsels in Distress’ might mean. “Could it be an organisation, a charity I mean, that rescues girls like us, girls in trouble?” whispered Juliet. Janina wanted to believe she was right.

Lot Twenty was Bonnie. The bidding was brisk and she was bought by Yelps for eight thousand solidi. Then a terrified Fern was ordered onto the platform to be sold for eight thousand solidi, to Damsels in Distress.

The girls in the holding cage were no longer speculating about being waitresses or chambermaids. The awful reality which they did not want to believe, was becoming increasingly difficult to ignore. It was constantly at the back of their minds, like the burning of their brands.

Lot Twenty-two was Louisa. Terrified, she walked slowly across the platform and back, as instructed, while the auctioneer proclaimed her details. Bidding began at six thousand and soon went up to eight thousand solidi. There was one final offer for eight thousand five hundred, and the bidding stopped. In dismay, Louisa heard the auctioneer say, “Gone, for eight thousand five hundred solidi, to the Garden of Love.”

Louisa was sent to the holding cage.


2: A ROOM WITH A VIEW

God is too high and the Emperor too far away.

Borobuduri proverb

The final lot of the evening, number twenty-three, was Leah. She was sunk in despair. Her sister Bekka was to be sold separately, privately. Leah would not even be able to learn the name of Bekka’s owner. As the last survivors of her family they had desperately wanted to stay together, but Mr Bleeny had other priorities. None of the buyers present that evening seemed very interested in buying a mixed pair – a virgin and a covered woman together. Bleeny believed he could achieve a better price by selling Bekka privately. Leah would be auctioned.

She was ordered onto the sales block. Kyra, along with sixteen other girls, all of them virgins, watched from Mr Bleeny’s private office. It was a small and crowded room with one way glass windows overlooking the sales block so that they could see and hear the auction, but not be seen.

They watched, and wept. One after another their friends from the Evening Star had been sold like animals. Now it was Leah who walked across the auction block and back. She looked beautiful, Kyra thought, with her dark hair and pale skin and lovely figure.

The bidding started at five thousand solidi, rose to eight thousand and then stopped. The auctioneer announced the buyer. It was Akkadis Leisure. Kyra already knew what that meant. Mr Bleeny had told them. Her friend, her dear friend through this entire terrible ordeal had been sold. Sold, to a brothel. Kyra and Millie did their best to comfort Bekka who had slumped to the floor in horror when she saw her sister auctioned. 

Kyra and her companions had been sent to this small room to see what an auction was like. It was horrible, they decided: absolutely, appallingly, unspeakably horrible. They all resolved to try their best to be sweet, charming, polite, obedient, compliant and even eager when they were sold. They all wanted private owners. Bianca and Viola had already been sold privately. None of them wanted to be sold at auction or sold to a brothel. Nothing could be worse than that. Nothing.

Interestingly, all the girls except Kyra and Millicent had been branded. Kyra thought that she and Millie might have been spared because a very important man was coming to see them. He was very rich and he wanted to buy one or possibly two girls. Of all the girls now in the Rose Garden, Millie was most similar to Kyra in figure, hair colour, complexion and appearance generally. The man wanted to buy two girls who were not branded, even though that was against the law. He must be so rich and powerful that he could simply ignore the law. Perhaps he was a very kind man, who looked after his slaves, Kyra thought. She would try her very best to make a good impression.

Igor Bleeny smiled broadly. The auction had been a success. The prices had held up well. The last seventeen girls from the Evening Star would be sold in discrete, individual sales. That might take several months, but there was no hurry. He would insist on good prices for them all. It was an excellent selection to have available and it would enhance the reputation of the Rose Garden as the place to visit for a quality purchase.

Bleeny knew he had done well to buy the whole batch. They were, without exception, merchandise of the very finest quality. He had been able to acquire them because the captains of vessels such as the Vengeance Is Mine knew him and trusted him. They wanted a quick sale. Bleeny kept a good supply of hard cash and cinerium for just such eventualities. There was no paperwork and there were no questions asked. So long as the goods in question were not Akkadisi citizens, Bleeny was happy to buy them. They did not quibble over the price. Bual asked for a reasonable figure and Bleeny paid it. Bual knew he would not have got a better deal on Akkadis for an immediate payment. And he would know where to come next time he had similar goods to sell. He might even tell his friends, if people like that had friends. No, Bleeny thought. Bual did not have friends. He had allies.

The jewel among the entire batch was certainly the Cormic girl. Bual had of course realised that Kyra was exceptionally beautiful. What he could not have realised was that a woman of such perfection very rarely became available even to the Rose Garden. Bleeny already had a buyer in mind: one of the Oligarchs, a man named Viktor Quindigan, known both for his wealth and his willingness to spend it on luxuries. Quindigan had asked Bleeny to provide him with two matching girls, both virgins and unbranded. This was the reason why neither Millie nor Kyra had been marked. Quindigan would have first refusal on them. In Bleeny’s professional opinion, Quindigan would almost certainly buy Kyra. And Bleeny would insist on a price which reflected her rarity.

Bleeny appreciated beauty and it always seemed a waste somehow, to sell a beautiful woman to a man known for his cruelty, especially a girl as vivacious and full of life as Kyra. But with the price Quindigan was going to pay, Bleeny was more than capable of overruling his scruples.


3: IT SEEMED A GOOD IDEA AT THE TIME

For it is your business, when the wall next door catches fire.

Horace: Epistles, Book 1:18

Rurik III: Great Kzam of All the Atkoi. Born 2959. In 2970, his father and most of the Otheris clan were slaughtered on Asphodel by Baratkoi raiders. Rurik himself was held captive for a year before escaping and seeking refuge with the Usoni clan. Rising to leadership among them by means of his military genius, he forcibly united several tribes and by the time he was thirty had gained overlordship of Atkonium, Asphodel, Ziandakush and several neighbouring planets. In 2999 he married Athanasia, daughter of the Emperor Aethelstan IV. Shortly thereafter he defeated the Dumaquiti and Baratkoi tribes at the Emperor’s behest, incorporating their domains into his Kzamate. 

New Galactic Encyclopaedia, (Infopress: Nenuphar)

Viktor Quindigan was possibly the richest and certainly one of the most powerful of the sixteen oligarchs who effectively ruled Akkadis. He was sitting in a comfortable chair talking to Igor Bleeny the slave dealer about the consequences to slave prices and availability if war broke out. The trafficking of goods between planets would be disrupted. On the other hand a general breakdown of law and order might result in more raids on remote, undefended settlements and therefore more slaves taken. Either way the important thing was that Akkadis should either remain neutral or be on the winning side. The Atkoi were vigorous, aggressive, and at the moment at least, united. For the first time they had a single leader who had conquered most of the tribes and forced the remainder into alliance with him. The Empire on the other hand was weak, poorly led, and cared more about the immediate prosperity and comfort of those dwelling on its Central Planets than about its long term security and social fabric. And yet the Empire’s sheer size, its vast population and resources, lent it strength. 

Akkadis had to remain on good terms with the Atkoi overlord, the Kzam. The Kzam’s fortieth birthday was approaching. Quindigan knew how seriously the Atkoi took such occasions. A present was required: something suitable for a Kzam. The gift must not be so trivial as to be considered an insult nor so valuable as to imply that Akkadis owed the Kzam an apology or imply that it was trying to curry favour. It was this that had brought Quindigan to the Rose Garden. A pretty slave girl would make an excellent gift. Better still, two girls, either sisters, or very closely matching. For obvious reasons the girls should not be Atkoi. Imperials would do nicely though.

Quindigan did not of course explain all this in detail to Bleeny; only that he wanted to buy one or preferably two very exceptional but unmarked girls. It was the usual practice among the Atkoi for a new slave to be marked by her master, or at least by one of his eunuchs.

Quindigan looked at Kyra. She stood nervously before him, wearing a short white silk gown fastened with a silk cord. It was an ideal costume in which to present a girl for sale. It displayed her legs and the outline of her body, and the cord, pulled tight, accentuated her slim waist. It almost invited the buyer to loosen the cord and open the gown. 

Kyra smelled fresh and clean and lightly perfumed and she was beautifully made up. Quindigan would have to steel himself not to be swayed unduly by her presentation. That was where Macrobius would be useful. He could be objective. Indeed, as a eunuch, Macrobius could be nothing other than objective towards a slave girl. He stood now on one side of the room, silent but wise. His advice would be essential.

“Come here, Girl. I wish to speak to you,” said Quindigan. “Pour me some more tea first, I think.”

Kyra knew the man was very important. He seemed very serious, too, and he seemed like someone who was used to being obeyed, but he did not seem unkind. She sank gracefully to her knees before the tiny table on which she had placed the tray, poured the tea into the tiny cup and served it with sugar. She knelt close to his chair so that he could reach out to touch her if he so chose. If she was good, Kyra had been told, she would be bought by a kind master. If she was in the least uncooperative she would be sent to auction.

Quindigan asked Kyra some questions and she answered intelligently. He enquired her name and planet of origin. Then he asked her, “Do you understand what you now are, Kyra?” He was the first man to call her Kyra since the attack on the Evening Star. He seemed kind, she thought. It was important to make him like her. Anything was better than being branded and auctioned like an animal.

“I am a slave, sir.” She paused. “I understand that my life has altered.” She spoke good Inglic, with a soft, lilting accent which Quindigan thought was very attractive. 

“But in your heart, Kyra, have you accepted your new reality?” Quindigan continued.

Kyra thought for a moment. “Of course, sir. What we cannot change we must accept.”

“A slave exists for one purpose only,” said Quindigan, “to serve and please and love her master. Do you understand that?”

“Yes, sir,” said Kyra. “But sir, does not every woman exist to serve to please her man, and to love him, whether he is her husband or her master?” Then she smiled, and tilted her head to a slight angle. It was a lovely gesture. Quindigan knew then that he had to buy the girl. He nodded, trying not to show Bleeny that we has impressed.

“Stand, and remove your gown,” Quindigan instructed her. Kyra glanced at Bleeny, who nodded. Blushing a deep red, Kyra obeyed. She stood still and straight, unable to meet Quindigan’s gaze. He stood and gently lifted her chin with his hand and carefully turned her head first to the left and then to the right, studying her features.

He examined the beautifully contoured body, breasts small but perfectly shaped hemispheres, slim waist, curving hips, long slender legs and firm toned stomach and skin. Her hair was fair, very nearly blonde. Large round eyes looked out of a sweet face. Quindigan squeezed one breast, testing it for firmness, and then the other. Bleeny had no objection to this. Quindigan was a good customer and genuinely interested in making a purchase. He was also extremely rich and probably the most powerful man on the planet. Kyra swallowed, close to tears. She was trying bravely to endure what must be utterly mortifying, thought Quindigan. He was impressed by her courage and determination.

“Crobe,” he said. Macrobius stepped forward and led Kyra to a couch, and gestured to her to lie down. Kyra realised from his distinctive robe and head gear that he was a eunuch, but she was frightened by his severe appearance. She tensed. It was going to hurt. It had hurt when Sutic had examined her.

After a few moments, Macrobius announced his verdict. “She is a virgin, Master.”

Quindigan nodded. It confirmed what he had already been told.

“Show me the other one,” said Quindigan. “I wish to see them together.” To Kyra he said, “You may put on your robe.” Still blushing, Kyra thanked him, gratefully donned and fastened the garment, curtsied and knelt again.

Bleeny had heard Quindigan’s tone and he knew that Quindigan would buy the girl. Bleeny would begin by asking a very high price. Quindigan would want to haggle. Bleeny would lower the price, but only a little, to save Quindigan from losing face.

Then Millicent was sent in, full of apprehension. She knelt next to Kyra, as she had been told, to emphasise their similarity of appearance.

Millicent Roche had been travelling with her parents and family from Stormhaven to Buprestis Ter when the Evening Star was attacked. Her father was a scientific advisor at the Stormhaven Division of the Imperial Patent Office, who had been transferred to another branch and was on his way to take up his new position. Millie was beautiful, intelligent and well educated. Now she was kneeling on a slave dealer’s floor on Akkadis.

The second girl was also very attractive, thought Quindigan. She was subjected to the same examinations as Kyra had been, and then the two girls were sent to wait outside. Quindigan wanted them both. In fact he was almost tempted to buy Kyra to keep for himself, but he resisted. A figure of forty-five thousand was agreed upon, for the pair. As an afterthought, Quindigan asked for Kyra and Millie to have Atkoi nose rings inserted.

Quindigan did not leave immediately. Most years, he would buy one or two new girls for his own seraglio, and sell or give away one or two of the older ones. While he was here it would do no harm to have a look at what else Bleeny had available.

Bleeny gave orders, and within minutes sixteen very attractive young women, dressed identically in white silk robes which barely reached their thighs, were lined up for Quindigan’s inspection. These were the remaining unsold captives from the Evening Star. Quindigan chose just one: Angela, a pretty brunette, the daughter of a dentist who had been travelling with his family on the Evening Star to Tolon to open a new dental practice there. The remaining fifteen girls were returned to their holding cell, wondering who would be the next to be sold.

They did not have long to wait. The Akkadis Leisure Group, which had purchased several slaves in the last auction, including Leah, had learned that her sister was available. It might make good business sense, their buyer believed, to have both the girls. He made an offer for Rebekka and Bleeny accepted it. Gagged and hooded and wearing a blue Rose Garden dress, Bekka was delivered to the Maidens of Nenuphar, relieved to be reunited with her sister but filled with dismay to learn the nature of her new employment.

Though grateful to have been spared the auction block, Kyra and Millicent were horrified to learn that they were to be sent to their new master, an Atkoi chief or Kzam, on a planet called Ziandakush. But at least they were together. They agreed to be friends. They would help each other, no matter what the future held.

And Viktor Quindigan never realised that Emperors, Kzams and Oligarchs would rise and fall through his meddling, nor that it was his own plan to curry favour with the Kzam which would soon destroy the comfortable universe he had tried so hard to preserve and bring it crashing down around him as swiftly and utterly as the stars disappear in a metashift.


AUTHOR’S NOTE

Friend of Akkadis: 

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

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

With thanks and sincere best wishes,

Henry Sparrowhawk. 

Three Oaks Farm, Yorkshire, June 2014.
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