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THE STORY SO FAR

It is the year 2999 and war has erupted across the known galaxy. The Atkoi tribes, human but long since reverted to barbarism, have acquired modern weapons and warships and are advancing steadily into Imperial space. One by one the Imperial planets are surrendering.

The young women caught in the path of the barbarian horde will pay a terrible price for the Empire’s weakness and misgovernment. Girls like Abigail and Trixi, refugees torn from their families forever and sold as pleasure slaves in the brothels of the Atkoi worlds; or Jemima, a young virgin training in the Emperor’s harem, still waiting for the summons to her master’s bedchamber when the marauding enemy arrive, desperately fleeing through the deserted palace….




PROLOGUE

(i)

Pitogo had kept forty-eight of the refugees, all of them young women. It was an excellent haul. The refugees had paid with cash, gold and cinerium. Now it was time to leave Chimaera, he decided. He would not send the shuttle back down to the surface. All the girls worth keeping were locked safely in the hold now. The bodies of the others could be ejected later. They would never be found. Even if they were, there would be nothing to link them to the Erebus.

The Erebus was not truly going to Bodnant, of course.  It was going into Atkoi territory. The Atkoi were glad to pay for any cinerium they could buy. They were paying more than the Empire, because they were building more ships. Atkoi, building ships! That would have been laughable not so very long ago. And the Atkoi would not raise any objections if a few dozen slave girls were landed and sold without deeds of ownership, especially not if they were Imperial citizens.

It would take a few weeks to get there. The Erebus was not a warship. It was a freighter, and relatively slow. But Pitogo and his crew need not be bored. They had entertainment readily available. There were two brunette sisters he especially liked the look of. Their names were Trixi and Abi.  They seemed well educated, too. That always made it more fun.

(ii)

Nenuphar had been blasted from above and its defenders had fled. Six divisions of Atkoi berserkers had landed and some of them were even now looting the burning Imperial Palace.

Jemima ran lightly towards the huge doors at the far end of the dark deserted hall, her blonde hair flowing behind her. She was grateful for the regular physical training sessions now. She could hear Dawn screaming and she knew with sickening certainty that one of the terrible soldiers, the ones they called ‘berserkers,’ must have caught her friend. They had also caught Lydia, and probably Strawberry too. Jemima wondered how long it would be before she too was caught. She ran desperately through the deserted corridors and into a large dining hall. She heard a sound from the corridor she had just left and she knew that the berserker was still following her. He must be close behind her now. She reached the doors at the far end of the huge hall and pushed the handles.

Nothing happened. In desperation she wasted precious seconds pressing down the handles with all her weight, but they were locked and solid. She heard another sound. The man must know which way Jemima had gone. He would be here in seconds, and there was no exit. She looked around urgently for somewhere to hide. She dashed to a nearby window and slipped behind the curtains, making sure they were pulled tightly closed. Then she heard the door rattle as the man entered the hall.

“Come here, little birdy,” he said, in a mocking, singsong tone in heavily accented Inglic. There was only one man, Jemima thought, but he was armed, and strong. All the berserkers were strong. They were strong, and pumped full of drugs that made them aggressive. “Come here, my lovely birdy. I won’t hurt you.” Jemima was trapped and the man knew it. He knew she was hiding in one of the window recesses but he did not know which one. He was enjoying the hunt. Within seconds she would be discovered.

“Come to me, my little birdy,” he said. She heard his footsteps, slow and deliberate. He must be very close now. Should she run for it and at least have the advantage of surprise? Perhaps if she bolted for the door he would blast her and kill her instantly. Jemima would have preferred a quick death. That would be better, far better, than what they had done to Lydia and Dawn.

Then it was too late. He had stopped. He must be just inches away from her now. She dared not breathe. She felt her heart thumping and wondered whether it was possible for him to hear her heartbeat. Why did he not simply pull the curtains?

He did. He grinned. He looked at Jemima, and grinned. She was a beauty, with long blonde hair and a flat, slim waist and nicely curving hips. Her breasts were small but firm. He saw how they pressed against the thin cloth of her pyjama top. The top was short cropped and it left her waist bare. Her pyjamas were a pale blue-green. The trousers were thin and low cut. Her feet were bare. She was wide eyed, standing pressed against the window behind her, as far away from the berserker as she could. She stood very straight, with her feet together and her hands crossed across her breasts as if to protect herself from what she knew he was going to do to her. She was everything he had hoped for when he first caught sight of her fleeing across the courtyard in the pale light. The Emperor had good taste, and the money to indulge it.

But the others would be here soon. They would all want their turns with this girl. He would satisfy himself with the little birdy first, and then go looking for more valuables. He grinned, drinking in Jemima’s beauty. Then he said, “Take your clothes off.”

Jemima stared at him, too frightened to run or speak or obey him or move at all. Like all berserkers he had a red stripe across his face and tunic. He looked horrible, terrible. He had already been looting. Two heavy gold candlesticks hung from his belt, leaving his hands free to hold the rifle.

He raised the rifle and pointed it directly at Jemima. “You do like I say, else I blast you. Top first, then trousers.”

Jemima belonged to the Emperor. No other man was allowed to see her naked. For that matter no other man was allowed to see her clothed. She tried to say “Please,” but no sound came from her mouth.

Jemima did not at first understand what happened next. She heard a girl screaming hysterically, very loud and very close by.

Then she realised that the girl was herself. It was her own screams that she could hear.

1: ACROSS A CROWDED ROOM

Travel light and you can sing in the robber’s face.

Juvenal

This was the sort of crowd in which people might faint or even die, Rollo Troxellant thought, but still remain standing upright.

Rollo was waiting with his family in the crowded hall of the main spaceport on Chimaera Bis. They had been waiting for twelve hours. An enormous crowd now filled the huge hall and the lawns outside, pressing them from all sides. He glanced at his wife, Michaela, and their two daughters, Abigail and Theresa. All three were upright, but they had not fainted.

He wished people would stop shouting. Shouting achieved nothing. They would simply have to wait for the next shuttle and the next after that, and hope the shuttles kept coming. He wished they had begun their journey here a day sooner. That would have made a difference. He wished the regular passenger lines had not stopped their services to Chimaera. The small independents who still dared to come to Chimaera did not have the capacity to evacuate many people, and they charged astronomical rates. He had heard of one family of five who were charged ten thousand credits each for the voyage to Bodnant, twenty times the usual rate. But Bodnant was where they needed to go. It was deeper within Imperial space, and out of the direct path of the Atkoi fleet.

New Wessex had surrendered ten days ago, if indeed there had been anyone left there alive to surrender. The Atkoi fleet had not waited to consolidate their gains. They left a garrison on New Wessex and pressed on to Rhadamanthus. The governor there had been offered terms. If the planet surrendered, there would be no havoc, no movement of population, and no plundering or slave taking. Since the Imperial fleet was too far away to offer any kind of protection, the governor had accepted. It appeared that the Atkoi were keeping their word. Apart from a few unplanned violations, there had apparently been no major atrocities.

After Rhadamanthus, Magellan had also capitulated. Within ten days, Ctesiphon, Albany and Mulholland had also surrendered. It was rumoured that the Imperial Navy would not even defend Terminor, instead concentrating their efforts on Tolon. No one had officially admitted this, but the rumour seemed plausible, somehow.

Rollo did not blame the planetary governments in the region for surrendering. Without Imperial Naval support, there was little point resisting. He hoped the governor of Chimaera would surrender. The alternative was too ghastly to contemplate. But either way, he did not want his family to be on Chimaera when the Atkoi arrived.

Perhaps the Atkoi would keep their word, at least at first. Perhaps there would be no atrocities. But they had a war to pay for and their subject peoples would be expected to contribute. And a subject people was precisely what they would be. Of that there could be no doubt. Abi and Trixi were aged nineteen and eighteen now. In a few years they might get married and have children themselves. Rollo did not want his children and grandchildren to have to live under the Atkoi yoke, and have to bow to Atkoi overlords and pay them taxes and learn their language, and perhaps one day be made to convert to their religion. They were citizens of the Empire. They would leave while they could.

Rollo was thirsty; thirsty and tired. He knew his wife and daughters were suffering too. He could sense that Michaela was weakening, although Abi and Trixi appeared to be coping. Both girls were slender, with dark brown hair, and both were very attractive. Rollo clutched the briefcase in front of him. It contained seventy thousand credits in cinerium bars. That would be enough to begin a new life on another world. They would go to one of the central worlds, as far as possible from the Atkoi, one of the old planets like Picamar, where his grandparents had come from. The Empire would never let the Atkoi get that far.

The briefcase was manacled to Rollo’s wrist. Seventy thousand credits was all he had been able to raise at short notice. He had always worked hard and been reasonably successful in his business, but much of his wealth was tied up in property. If the Atkoi ever left Chimaera, they could return to reclaim it. That possibility was looking depressingly unlikely, in the short run at least.

Rollo knew though, that he had brought everything of importance with him to the spaceport. His family were what mattered. He had enough money for them to survive, even if rather more modestly then they were used to. That did not matter. Getting off Chimaera as fast and far as possible was the priority now.

Rollo heard someone in front of him complaining that Erebus Transport wanted fifteen thousand credits per person. The queue, if it could be called a queue, had moved a little, albeit slowly. Above the heads of those in front of him, Rollo could now see some of the crew of the tramp vessel whose shuttle they were hoping to board. A tough looking man, stocky, unshaven and bald although not old, wearing a scruffy boiler suit and a heavy gold ring in his ear, was shaking his head. A label on his suit read ‘Erebus Transport.’

The usual smartly dressed spaceport staff had long since fled. The man from Erebus Transport said the shuttle was full. Rollo strained to hear snatches of his conversation. They would all have to wait. The shuttle would return in four hours.

A murmur of despair rippled through the crowd, tested beyond endurance. They simply did not believe that the shuttle would return. Angrily, several men surged forward, trying to leap over the counter. The bald man punched one of them with surprising force and he staggered back with blood gushing from his nose.

From nowhere two neutrino rifles suddenly appeared in the hands of two of the bald man’s colleagues, one of whom fired a warning blast upwards. Rollo saw the tongue of white energy too intense to be called fire, spit upwards towards the roof of the building.

Michaela and the girls screamed. “Get back,” said the bald man, sharply. The heaving crowd leapt backwards as one man. Chimaera was civilised. They were not used to seeing weapons.

“Excuse me! Excuse me! Seventy thousand, for four tickets, in cinerium, if we’re on this shuttle!” Rollo made a desperate attempt to be heard.

Despite the noise the bald man did indeed hear him. He looked towards Rollo. “Have you got it? On you?”

Rollo showed him the briefcase. The bald man forced back the other prospective passengers, and helped Rollo, Michaela, Abi and Trixi to scramble over the counter. Some of the crowd objected vocally to this queue jumping, and Rollo was glad that the menacing neutrino rifles were on his side, to protect his family. He opened the briefcase and showed the bald man that he did indeed have the wherewithal to pay.

The man’s name was Pitogo. Rollo had overheard it.

Pitogo nodded. “Standing room only, on the shuttle,” he said. “You can relax properly when we get to the Erebus.” He smiled. He seemed a reasonable man, Rollo thought, despite his greed. Pitogo did not take the payment immediately, nor did he issue a ticket. He smiled politely though, and ushered the Troxellants through the boarding gate from where they were escorted hurriedly across the plascrete apron to a boarding lift.

Once inside the already overcrowded shuttle, the Troxellant family stood watching while still more passengers were allowed aboard. It must surely be illegal to cram so many people aboard, Rollo thought, but presumably the crew must know what capacity the vessel could safely carry. Finally, one last passenger was admitted, an attractive but exhausted looking young woman, before the doors slid shut.

There were, indeed, a number of attractive young women aboard the shuttle, more than you might expect to see in a random sample of the population, Rollo thought. He wondered why. They were undertaking a very expensive voyage. Were the wealthier sections of the population physically more attractive? Did those of wealthy families marry more attractive spouses, over a number of generations?

Rollo felt the shuttle lift. He felt heavy as it began to accelerate. At last they were away from Chimaera. He was relieved. He looked at Michaela, Abi and Trixi. It had cost them everything they had, but Rollo had done his duty. He had protected his family, and that was the highest duty any man had.

It took seventy minutes for the shuttle to reach the Erebus.

Michaela, Abi and Trixi were a little disappointed in the vessel. The girls had never before been off planet and they had imagined the Erebus would be more glamorous, somehow. In fact it was not a passenger liner at all, but a tramp freighter. Rollo explained that this meant a vessel which did not follow a regular route. It had only recently been adapted to carry passengers. But that did not matter. It would carry them to safety. Then Rollo was asked to go to the purser’s cabin to pay for their tickets. He took the briefcase with him.

Two hours later, Michaela was becoming concerned. She waited with the girls in their cabin. It was small, and crowded. She thought about going to find one of the crew to ask where Rollo was, but they all seemed very busy and she was a little embarrassed. Logically, he had to be somewhere aboard the Erebus.

At least there was no shortage of drinking water. The crew had provided an ample supply, guessing the passengers might be thirsty.

The toilets were some distance away, down a long corridor, and there was a very long queue. Michaela, Abi and Trixi had been hoping that if they waited long enough, the queue for the toilets would diminish. It did not. They joined the queue anyway. Oddly, an armed crewman allowed only one passenger into the toilets at a time. He apologised. The other toilets were being mended, he said. They saw no one leaving the toilets. They were told there was a separate exit, leading onto another corridor.

Abi went in first. Everything aboard the Erebus seemed rough and ready. Even the signs on the doors which said, ‘Ladies,’ and ‘Gentlemen,’ were hand written. After a minute or so, Trixi was allowed in.

She went through an outer and then an inner door. Both closed automatically, firmly. Trixi found herself in a small room with neither cubicles nor basins. Suddenly two crewmen appeared from behind her.

“Good evening, miss,” said one of them. “This toilet is not yet operational. Please come with me.” He gestured towards another door. Despite the hum of the extractor fan, Abi could faintly smell something burnt. Perhaps they were welding the pipes, she thought. She hesitated though, and the man added, “It’s not far.”

It was a peculiar thing to say, Trixi thought. Something was wrong.

“What do you mean,” she began, “it’s…ouch!” The other man had suddenly twisted her arm behind her back and forcibly marched her out of the small room. His colleague closed the door. They were in a hurry. The next shuttle was due in soon.

Michaela entered the room next. She sensed the two men behind her. She may even have glimpsed one of their neutrino pistols, as the man raised it and pulled the trigger.

It is said that a victim neither sees nor hears nor feels the bolt of neutrino plasma which kills him. It kills more quickly than the human senses or brain can function. The narrow beam cut into Michaela’s head and boiled away the soft tissue of her brain. Her body flopped vertically to the floor. Two other men dragged it away, to pile it with all the other victims. The bodies would be ejected later. They would never be found. Even if they were, no one on Chimaera Bis would be in a position to investigate.

Pitogo considered his options. The Erebus was not going to Bodnant. It was going into Atkoi territory. The Atkoi were glad to pay for any cinerium they could buy. They were paying more than the Empire, because they were building more ships. Atkoi, building ships! That would have been laughable not so very long ago. And the Atkoi would not raise any objections if a few dozen slave girls were landed and sold without deeds of ownership, especially not if the slaves concerned were, from the Atkoi perspective, enemy citizens.

It would take a few weeks to get there. The Erebus was not a warship. It was a freighter, and relatively slow. But Pitogo and his crew need not be bored. They had entertainment readily available. The two sisters, for instance, Trixi and Abi he thought they were called, they were very pretty. And they seemed well educated, too. That always made it more fun.


2: STRANGER IN A STRANGE LAND

Memnon Quat: Earth type planet, fourth planet of Memnon in the Petwen Province, 335 light years from Nenuphar. Discovered 2399 and settled from Petwen. Population 350 million humans, (estimated: the exact figure has been declared a state secret). Political status: since 2835, it has been the personal fiefdom of the Emperors. Fewer than one hundred thousand of the inhabitants are free citizens, the vast majority being held in feudal serfdom.

New Galactic Encyclopaedia (Infopress: Nenuphar)

Jemima Firth was seventeen when her mother sold her to the Emperor’s factor.

It was not that Elaine Firth did not love her daughter; far from it. But she knew that Jemima would be far better looked after by her new master than if she had remained on Memnon and married a local man. Life was hard on Memnon Quat for any poor family, let alone a widowed mother of two children. Arthur Firth had died a year earlier, having laboured all his life on their small farm.

Two centuries earlier, all the land for miles around had belonged to the Firth family, and the nearby village had been a thriving little town. It had been in the time of Arthur’s great grandfather that the Firth lands, along with all other fixed property on the planet, were forfeited to the crown. Now the Firths were merely tenants on a tiny portion of their original estate.

Memnon Quat, which meant Memnon Four and was usually called simply Memnon, had now been under direct feudal rule for almost one hundred and sixty years. Life was not easy for its people. They were in fact serfs, little better than chattels of the Emperor, unable to own property outright or even to move from one district to another without the permission of their local baron. They were obliged to pay a poll tax. Most could work only in agriculture, or certain specified occupations.

Their mistake, or rather the mistake of their ancestors, had been to lend support to the losing side in the last of the civil wars which had divided the Empire. Felix Prendergast, Duke of Memnon and Iturbide, had quite possibly had a better claim to the throne than his second cousin and rival, Konrad; but Konrad had greater support in the Navy, and that had proved decisive. It was Konrad who had ascended the throne. Felix himself and many of his supporters had fled to independent worlds and had mostly escaped the new Emperor’s justice, despite determined attempts to extradite them. Those less fortunate had faced summary trials and execution. In several cases, whole planetary populations were punished with enormous fines. Memnon’s punishment was the severest of all, because its popular support of Felix had been both widespread and enthusiastic.

All land and fixed property was seized. Memnon’s people were stripped of their citizenship and liberty. Legally, they were reduced to serfdom. Much of the land was sold to Konrad’s loyal supporters. In a stroke, Konrad had punished his enemies, rewarded his friends, created a new source of income and paid off many of his debts. Now, generations later, Memnon was still the personal fiefdom of the Emperor. Imperials suspected of disloyalty were still on occasion banished there, sometimes in perpetuity, by Imperial decree.

Arthur’s rented farm had been scarcely large enough to generate a living. He lived all his life in the fear that his son would one day be a mere labourer on the land that their forefathers had owned outright. He died leaving Elaine deeply in debt and his son Roland too young to manage alone. The ideal solution would have been for Jemima to marry a wealthy man, who could help their family. She was certainly very attractive, but such men were scarce.

Then a lifeline appeared. The Emperor’s factor, or business agent, was due to visit the chief town of the district where the Firth family lived, with the object of selecting several girls or young women to be sent to the Emperor’s seraglio. The factor made a tour of Memnon every three years for this purpose, and a generous bounty was offered for every girl selected: five thousand credits, more than enough to solve all the family’s financial difficulties.

With a heavy heart, Elaine took Jemima to Government House to present her to the factor. They waited with a number of other girls in a large lobby or corridor, on the appointed day. Many hopeful applicants were turned away, being deemed unsuitable, and left tearfully, their hopes of escaping poverty dashed. The girls who were actually admitted to the waiting room numbered perhaps fifty, and Jemima noticed that they were all beautiful and beautifully dressed and beautifully made up. Many had clearly visited professional beauticians before attending the interview.

That was good, Jemima thought. With so much competition, of such quality, it was surely unlikely that she would be chosen. Perhaps she would be spared after all. She was a good daughter and she would try her best, but if despite her genuine efforts she was not selected, she could not be blamed.

Eventually, Jemima and her mother were called into a small office. Jemima realised that somehow she had jumped the queue. There were girls who had been waiting longer than her, who had not yet been seen.

The factor introduced himself. His name was Mr Bubug. Jemima curtsied, politely and nervously. A lady called Flavia was also present. She was perhaps fifty years of age, and Jemima guessed she must have been very beautiful as a young woman. She had come from the Emperor’s seraglio in Cornubium on Nenuphar, the Imperial capital would, to advise the factor in his choices.

Flavia and Mr Bubug asked Jemima a number of questions, glancing at her application form. Flavia seemed kind and friendly. Mr Bubug seemed businesslike, but friendly too. After a few minutes, Jemima began to relax a little. Flavia smiled at her encouragingly as she answered the questions. Eventually Jemima noticed Mr Bubug and Flavia exchange a glance. She tensed.

It was Flavia who spoke. She invited Jemima and Elaine into another room, where Jemima was to be examined by a doctor.

The doctor, (Jemima was thankful that it was a female doctor) explained that she was going to examine Jemima, to ascertain that she was a virgin and in good health. Jemima was shocked that her purity might even be questioned. She looked to her mother, who nodded in encouragement.

Flavia remained in the room and watched carefully while Jemima undressed. The girl was lovely, Flavia thought, with long blonde hair, slim, with firm breasts and attractive legs. She was definitely the best she had seen in this district, Flavia decided. Jemima lay on the couch and submitted herself to the humiliating examination. Flavia saw her wince. The doctor was satisfied. Jemima dressed again, grateful that the ordeal was over. Jemima and Elaine were shown into another room where they waited. There were no other applicants present. Jemima knew that her future was being decided.

After only a few minutes, they were called back into the office. Jemima could feel her heart beating. She could see a document on the factor’s desk. She knew it was a legal document, from the peculiar script and the red ribbon attached to it. Jemima was intelligent, with excellent results in her high school diploma, and her father had once asked her to help him make sense of their tenancy agreement. That had been written in a similar script. Jemima could see what was written on the first page of this document. She could not help herself from reading it.

‘Deed of Indenture,’ it said, ‘entered into between and by Mistress Elaine Arcadia Firth,’ (her mother’s name had been hand written into the blank space) ‘hereinafter referred to as the Transferor, being the parent and or legal guardian of Jemima Sonya Firth,’ (Jemima’s name was also hand written) ‘hereinafter referred to as the Indentured Party, and James Anilat Bubug, factor, for and on behalf of His Imperial Majesty Aethelstan IV, hereinafter known as the Transferee. In consideration for the sum of five thousand credits….’ Jemima understood the document so far. She knew what indenture meant. It meant slavery, or concubinage.

She read on: ‘notwithstanding that the transferor is not liable under any covenant implied by this transfer concerning the condition of the indentured party in the title below referred to…’ This part was beyond Jemima’s understanding. It could have been Ancient Inglic for all she could make of it.

Then the factor spoke. Jemima had been accepted. Elaine received the news with mixed feelings. Roland’s future was secure now. With five thousand credits they could pay off all their debts, repair the farm buildings and the roof of the house, pay the rent and all their taxes for years to come, buy new equipment and hire labourers and still have a sizeable sum left for emergencies. Perhaps they could even rent extra land. And yet Elaine could not help feel a sense of shame, and fear for Jemima. Was this what Arthur would have wanted? she wondered.

Elaine thanked the factor profusely for his kindness in choosing Jemima. Her family were undeserving of such an honour, and Jemima would serve her master the Emperor faithfully, loyally, obediently and gratefully all the days of her life, she added, relieved that she had remembered all of her prepared speech.

The factor nodded and congratulated Elaine. “And congratulations to you too, young lady,” he added to Jemima. He explained that Jemima would be very well cared for. The Emperor’s concubines were never branded, although she would have a tiny slavemark tattooed behind her ear, and a microchip implanted in the back of her neck. These were for her own protection, so that she could never be stolen. Her future was secure. She would have a good life. If she had children, they too would have wonderful, privileged lives.

Elaine knew it was her last opportunity to ask her daughter whether she was really willing to go to the seraglio. Jemima hesitated only a moment. “Yes, I will go,” she said clearly. She would not destroy her family’s only hope of escaping ruin.

Elaine was relieved. She had not forced her daughter to accept. Jemima had made the decision herself. “I’m glad, Mimi,” she said. “You will have a much better future, for you and your children, on Nenuphar than you ever could have had here with us,” she added.

Jemima nodded, unable to speak. Her mother had not called her Mimi for years. It had been her mother’s childhood nickname for her, and Jemima was suddenly overwhelmed by emotion and close to tears. Flavia and Bubug both smiled, as if to reassure both mother and daughter.

Elaine signed the deed. The sum of five thousand credits would be paid promptly, the factor explained, less a tax of twenty percent and less his finder’s fee of fifteen percent. Elaine had not been expecting the deductions, but she dared not complain. The factor could still change his mind.

Bubug glanced again at Jemima. She was a gorgeous creature, he thought. He saw a great many attractive women in his job, and this girl was one of the finest. For a moment he imagined what it might be like to own such a creature himself instead of merely buying her for the Emperor. Perhaps his eyes lingered on Jemima a moment too long because she blushed prettily, as if sensing his thoughts.

The owner of a pleasure house on Nenuphar had once asked Bubug, only half joking, if he could recruit girls on Memnon, pretending they were for the Imperial seraglio, but actually sell them to the pleasure house. It was an interesting thought, but the factor had merely smiled. Mr Bubug was in a position of trust. For defrauding the Emperor he could be sent to Niflheim, or sentenced to incarceration for life in a nerve disruptor on Undane Six. Bubug would make do with his salary, his percentages, and the various other emoluments which grateful Memnonites sometimes gave him for favours he was in a position to grant.

Bubug and Elaine exchanged documents. Only then did Jemima speak again: “But what if the Emperor doesn’t like me?” she asked, wide eyed. The enormity of what had just happened was beginning to sink in.

It was Flavia who replied. She hugged Jemima and said, “Jemima my dear, of course he will like you. He will love you. I know what our master likes. He will care for you, and the seraglio will be your new family and you will be happy there. I promise. And the Emperor will look after your mother and brother too. He is the father of his people everywhere. Now come with me.” Somehow Flavia’s kind words had released Jemima’s emotions and she could no longer keep herself from weeping.

Elaine and Jemima were left in an adjoining room to make their farewells. Flavia returned after only a few minutes. She was not unkind, but she knew that lengthy farewells were painful for all concerned. She remembered the day over thirty years before when she herself had been purchased for the seraglio. Aethelstan had been young then, in his thirties, and Flavia had been eighteen. She had borne the Emperor a daughter who was now grown up and married to the governor of Trull Minor, a planet in the Zimisces Province.

“Come with me now, Jemima dear,” said Flavia, taking Jemima’s arm, “and meet the other girls who are coming to Nenuphar with you. They are your new sisters, now. They’re all nice girls, like you. You’ll like them.”


3: CAT AND MOUSE

The end came quickly, when it came. It came faster than anyone expected it to come, so that even those who thought the end was near were surprised by is suddenness.

Itchenor, E: The Causes and Consequences of the Atkoi War, Volume 7 (Cornubium University Press: Nenuphar, 3020)

Chief Eunuch was dead!

Jemima ran lightly through the deserted halls of the palace, her heart beating in fear and horror at what she had seen.

It was a year since she had arrived in the seraglio, and she had never felt so afraid. Chief Eunuch had told the soldiers they could not enter the seraglio. It was not allowed. The soldiers did not argue. One of them simply raised his rifle and incinerated Chief Eunuch with a single blast. The other eunuchs and Jemima and her friends had fled.

In the past year, Jemima had been trained in everything a concubine needed to know. Flavia herself had instructed the new girls in what to expect and how to behave when they were summoned to the Emperor’s bedchamber. Jemima had still been waiting for that summons, nervous but excited, when Aethelstan had chosen to leave Nenuphar.

Jemima could recite the Emperor’s forebears back to the mythical ones on Old Earth. She could recite every winner of the Megabowl Trophy since the competition began. Aircar racing had been a particular interest of Aethelstan as a young man, and the Chief Eunuch had insisted that the girls should be able to converse knowledgeably about it. She could translate small passages of the classics from Ancient Inglic, and she understood the basics of mathematics, astronomy, physics and logic. She knew the Bible in some detail. She could dance and play the flute. She could play chess and thunderball, and was physically fit.

But now the Emperor was gone. If only her master had remained on Nenuphar, the whole Empire would have stood together and fought. Everyone said that. Now, everyone could see they were losing the war. There were even rumours that some ships’ crews had mutinied and deserted because they did not want to fight. For weeks the girls and women of the seraglio had heard the rumours of the advancing enemy, but they had known that of all places in the Empire, the Radiant Palace was safest.

Then the Emperor had fled.

No one had dared use the word ‘fled.’ The girls had been told the Emperor was on a diplomatic mission. But with Aethelstan gone, everyone knew that Nenuphar could not be defended. The girls had listened fearfully to news broadcasts and exchanged horrified gossip about what the Atkoi did to young women when they captured a planet. But Chief Eunuch said they would all be safe. They were the personal property of the Emperor himself, and no one could touch them. No one.

Chief Eunuch’s certainty gave them confidence. No one had ever dared defy Chief Eunuch. Jemima had feared him, naturally. All the girls did; but it was a fear borne of respect. He performed a function for the Emperor similar to that which the Klang Arak performed for the Great Kzam. Any seraglio, whether it belonged to an Emperor or a Kzam, a governor, senator, satrap or any wealthy man, required someone to govern it and to plan and supervise the training and daily routine of its inhabitants.

That did not mean that the rules and systems of Rurik’s seraglio were identical to those of Aethelstan’s. There were significant differences. Aethelstan, though he had almost two hundred concubines, had only one legal wife, although several of his concubines were daughters of families of senatorial rank. These ladies were considered to be of vastly higher status then ordinary slave concubines. Their families considered it an honour to be so closely linked to the crown. Aethelstan’s daughter Demetra, for instance, was the daughter of one such exalted lady. Demetra, like all the Emperor’s children, had now been evacuated to Old Earth.

In Cornubium the streets were empty, now. After the Emperor and his family had fled the city, the senators and the rich had also left, quickly. Then anyone else who could afford to go, followed them. When ships stopped calling at Nenuphar, the flow of refugees heading out of the city did not stop. If anything, it increased. They headed towards smaller cities, towns, and villages in the hills.

Those who remained behind placed their hope in Admiral Bazan. Day after day passed. Surely, of all places, he would rush to save Nenuphar. But still there was no news of the Imperial Fleet.

Then it was too late. The Atkoi had arrived.

They arrived suddenly. It was around midnight. The girls had awoken in their dormitories and watched from the windows of the upper floors of the palace. They saw the skies light up with plasma fire so bright it hurt their eyes. They saw the landmarks of the Imperial City destroyed. The Temple, with its huge dome, was hit. Jemima wondered whether the Patriarch of Nenuphar was safe. She said a silent prayer for him. Perhaps he was at home in his palace. The Imperial Library and the Baldwin Memorial were both destroyed. The Senate was hit badly. Some bright flashes from behind Porlock Hill and Mount Pleasant must mean that the naval base and marine headquarters were under attack.

The girls were told to go down to the cellars. That was the safest place in the whole palace. An earlier emperor had built them in the time of a civil war, centuries ago.

Chief Eunuch arrived to lead them to safety. It was a pity they were not dressed more sensibly, he thought. It would have been better if they had looked less… attractive. With the Emperor in the provinces, they did not need to look their best all the time, but almost by definition their clothes were beautiful. These were girls whose sole purpose and function was to be decorative. They existed only to serve and entertain their lord and master.

In any case, there was no time for them to change now. The twelve girls from Jemima’s dormitory hurried after the Chief Eunuch in a group, but a serious of blasts prevented them reaching their place of safety. Instead, they scattered in all directions. Jemima found herself in the courtyard near the Maidens Gate, the entrance where newly acquired girls were led into the seraglio. It was an impressive edifice built by Osiander II, who had extensively redesigned the Radiant Palace.

Jemima saw the soldiers’ uniforms, with a red stripe across their chest and their faces, and her heart turned cold with fear. She had heard about this kind of soldier. They were called berserkers. They were the worst kind of Atkoi, terrible, terrible men who were mad with a frenzy of killing. They took drugs to make them strong, and fearless, and violent. Jemima had heard what berserkers did when they invaded a city or a planet. She had heard what happened to women who were captured.

The Chief Eunuch stood calmly and solidly in the gateway. He simply told the men that they were not allowed in, without his master’s permission. Perhaps he hoped to delay the invaders, or shock them into reconsidering their actions, but it did not work. Without hesitation, one of the berserkers simply lifted his rifle and blasted the eunuch. Shouting wildly, the berserkers rushed forward. They had seen the girls. There was another eunuch in their way. The berserkers did not even bother shooting him. One of them simply smashed the butt of his rifle in the eunuch’s face so hard that Jemima heard his bones break.

Jemima and her companions hardly had time to flee. One of the Atkoi seized Jemima’s friend Lydia, clenching his fist firmly in the girl’s hair.

Lydia’s hair was short and dark and she was beautiful in face and figure, slim and well proportioned. Like Jemima she was a virgin, from Memnon. She was wearing her physical training outfit, a white tee shirt and dark blue jogging shorts, both close fitting. She had thought this would be quick to put on and practical if they had to run.

Lydia squealed, twisting wildly. One man, grinning, held her while several others ripped the clothes from her. Within seconds Lydia was naked. Jemima could hardly see her friend as the men, howling with delight, fell upon Lydia and pushed her to the floor. She was still squealing frantically. The first man began to loosen his belt. Powerless to help, Jemima fled.

The authorities in Cornubium had already surrendered. The berserkers knew that the palace would not be defended. Their commander had proclaimed a havoc, to last for three days, limited to the Old City, the most ancient quarter of Cornubium which contained the Radiant Palace and its grounds, various government departments, and the broad tree lined avenues with the splendid homes of some of the Empire’s wealthiest and most powerful citizens. Those houses were empty, now. Even the servants had fled. But the houses would be plundered. The palace itself contained treasures accumulated over the centuries.

In the confusion, Jemima and several other girls fled screaming across a courtyard and down a corridor. Then Jemima had an idea. Above the eunuchs refectory there was a loft. The Atkoi would not look there. Not yet, anyway.

Two other girls had also fled to the refectory. Their names were Dawn and Strawberry. They reached the tiny ceiling hatch by placing a chair on top of a table. They climbed up and wriggled into the roof space. Jemima, the last of the three girls to scramble up, kicked away the chair so that it fell to the floor as if knocked over by the looters. They replaced the hatch and crawled quietly along the dark, dusty loft. Then they stopped and listened, trying to remain silent and still. All three girls were blonde, with lovely figures. Strawberry’s hair was elaborately braided; she was a favourite of the Emperor’s.

They waited for perhaps two hours, crouching silently and listening to the sounds of mayhem, the shouting of soldiers, blasts of neutrino fire, and the unceasing screams of women and girls who had already been caught. Jemima tried not to think about what must be happening to some of her friends. We are the fortunate ones, she thought. But how long before we too are caught?

Eventually they heard voices, much nearer. They realised to their dismay that there were Atkoi in the room below. They heard something heavy being dragged across the floor. The girls hardly dared breathe. Eventually it went quiet again.

“I think they’ve gone. Do you think they’ve gone?” whispered Strawberry.

“Shsh,” hissed Dawn, urgently. They remained in silence for several more minutes.

Then Strawberry coughed, several times. “It’s smoke,” she whispered. “It’s fire!”

Strawberry was correct. The refectory and many of the other buildings were burning. The smoke was becoming thicker. “If we stay here, we’ll suffocate,” whispered Dawn. She left the alternative unspoken: if they left the loft, they would be caught instantly. Faced with this dilemma, they did not move. Jemima tried to breathe shallowly as the smoke grew thicker. She found herself coughing uncontrollably and her eyes streaming. To go down was impossible, but at one end of the dark loft was a skylight. They crawled quietly towards the faint flickering glow of its light.

The skylight was hinged, but had not been used for a century or more and the latch had rusted shut. The three girls pressed the duraglass as hard as they could, all together, but still it would not budge. They pushed until a fit of coughing forced them to stop.

They tried again, with strength born of desperation. This would be their last opportunity. The skylight opened with a loud thud. They looked at each other in indecision. Had they been heard? Would they be visible, once outside? But they no longer had any choice. One at a time they scrambled onto the roof, gasping in the fresh air, and slid down to a valley between two sloping roofs. The roof was made of Udankean slate. More precisely it was imitation Udankean slate, since the genuine material was quarried only on the remote airless world of Udanke and was prohibitively expensive.

The three girls could see the flickering light of plasma blasts and flames from behind the buildings, and the pale light of Nenuphar’s single small moon glowing pinkish-white above them. They would be safe here for a little while, but the fire was spreading and soon it would be dawn and they would be easily visible. They had to press on.

They crawled to the end of the roof and then dropped to the ground. It was a single storey building and Jemima landed lightly, hurting her bare feet but managing not to cry out. They were in a courtyard. It was cloistered, with a fountain and a statue in the middle. The fountain was no longer working. They huddled together in the shadows. They could still hear shouting and screaming and the blasts and explosions of plasma fire, but they could not see any Atkoi, or indeed anyone at all in the flickering light. There was a risk they would be seen if they crossed the courtyard, but that compared to a certainty of capture of they remained where they were.

Together the three girls dashed across the courtyard, hoping against hope they would not be seen.

At that moment the sky was illuminated by a blast brighter than all the others. Had it not been for that sudden flash, they would probably have all made it to safety.


4: AND THEN THERE WAS ONE

The Prendergasts had done immense good for humanity. They had made the Empire, and made it safe. But the dynasty had exhausted itself. If ever proof of that was required, then Aethelstan IV provided it amply.

Itchenor, E: The Causes and Consequences of the Atkoi: War Vol. 2 (Cornubium University Press: Nenuphar, 3020)

The flash illuminated the courtyard, the broken fountain, the pillars, the arches, and three pretty, scantily clad girls dashing across the flagstones with their blonde hair flowing behind them as they ran. A harsh, guttural voice was added to the noise of the dreadful night. “Stop! Else I fire!” it shouted. The three girls ran all the faster. One of them squealed in terror as she headed for an archway opposite.

There was another flash of light, but Jemima sensed that neither of her companions had been hit. They entered a corridor, and Jemima ran into the first open door she saw. It led into a small anteroom, which led in turn into a wide, rather formal dining hall. Jemima had never been in this part of the palace before. It was forbidden to her, being part of the State Chambers rather than the seraglio proper. In the circumstances, that rule no longer applied. Tonight, no rules applied.

There were thick, deep red carpets beneath her feet and an enormous, long table with gold candlesticks and chairs with deep red padded cushions. On the walls there were paintings of old emperors and their wives or favourite concubines. This was one of the palace banqueting halls, where earlier emperors, more sociable than Aethelstan, used to entertain their favoured guests.

Suddenly Jemima realised she was alone. Dawn and Strawberry must have taken a different route. Then she heard a noise in the corridor, and a voice, a man’s voice.

There was nowhere to hide. At the far end of the room was a pair of huge, thick, carved wooden doors, closed. Jemima hurried lightly to them. Like all the girls in the seraglio, she had been kept physically fit. She was grateful for that, now. Mercifully, the doors opened immediately. Jemima hurried through and tried to close them quietly behind her.

Then the screams began. This time they seemed louder, and Jemima realised to her horror that she recognised the voice. It was Dawn. One of the soldiers must have caught Dawn.

Or perhaps more than one.

Jemima saw that she was now in a much larger hall. She had never seen it before, but she had heard it described and guessed what it must be. It was the Hall of Maximilian.

Built by the Emperor of that name but now little used, it was of impressive size. It was forty yards long and perhaps half that in width. Its lofty ceiling was hung with huge chandeliers made of crystal from Sepulveda. Its floor was made of aram wood, imported from Syphax IV, an uninhabited world in the Rhodopea Province. The wood was noted for its hardness, durability, beautiful grain and prohibitive cost.

Jemima ran lightly towards the huge doors at the far end of the hall. Somewhere, Dawn was still screaming. Jemima reached the doors and pushed the handles. Nothing happened. Desperately she wasted precious seconds pressing down the handles with all her weight, but they were locked, and solid. She heard a sound from the room she had just left. The man must know which way Jemima had gone. He would be here in seconds, and there was no exit. She looked around desperately for somewhere to hide. There was no furniture in the Maximilian Hall.

But there were places to hide. Along the entire length of the hall, on both sides, were high windows. There were perhaps a dozen arched windows on each side of the hall. Each window stretched from the floor up to above head height.  Thick, beautifully embroidered curtains hung over each window, and they were all pulled shut. Without further thought Jemima dashed to a nearby window and slipped behind the curtains, making sure they were pulled tightly closed.

She found herself in a tiny recess. The walls were two feet thick, giving her sufficient space to stand between the curtains and the duraglass window.

Jemima heard the door rattle as a man entered the room. He activated the chandeliers, bathing the room in light. She heard the man’s footsteps as he hurried to the other doors and tried the handles. She heard his laugh as he discovered that the doors were locked. He could easily open the doors. He had a rifle. But there was no point. He knew that Jemima was locked in the room with him.

“Come here, little birdy,” he said in a mocking, singsong tone in heavily accented Inglic. There was only one man, Jemima thought, but he was armed, and strong. All the berserkers were strong. “Come here, my lovely birdy. I will not hurt you.” Jemima was trapped, and the man knew it. He was enjoying the hunt.

“Come to me, little birdy,” Jemima heard. She stood perfectly still and tried to keep the sound of her breathing under control. She listened to each unhurried, heavy footstep, as he walked slowly to the first window on her side of the hall.

Jemima tried to picture the hall, to work out how long she had before she was discovered. Literally discovered, she thought. Uncovered. She thought there must be perhaps ten or twelve windows on each side of the hall. Jemima was about half way along. She thought she was probably at the fifth or sixth window. The thick embroidered curtains were hanging in the ancient style from large aramwood rings on a pole, also of aramwood.

Jemima heard the berserker give a sharp tug to one curtain. The rings slid along the pole and snapped together audibly when they reached the end. He tugged the other curtain, and again Jemima heard the rings slide and then snap together sharply.

He walked slowly to the second window. Again he opened the curtains with two brisk tugs, and Jemima heard the rings snap together. “Come out, little birdy,” he said in the same mocking tone. “I will not hurt you, if you come to me now. But if I have to come and find you, I will be very angry. Do not make me angry, little birdy.”

He walked to the third window. Again he opened the curtains with two brisk tugs, and Jemima heard the wooden rings snap together. “Come to me, my little birdy,” he said.

Dawn was silent now, Jemima realised. She looked at the windows. They were high and arched, but did not open. The panes were of thick duraglass, strong enough to protect those within from a blast of neutrino fire. There was no escape that way. She had heard that the Maximilian Hall had beautiful views of the Palace gardens, but it was still too dark to see anything but the dim outline of trees.

The man’s footsteps stopped and Jemima heard the fourth pair of curtains briskly jerked open. If only Jemima had run to the other side of the hall, she would have had a little more time, she thought: but only a little. The man was methodical. He was in no hurry.

Again she heard footsteps, slow and deliberate, but closer now. “I’m coming for you, my little birdy,” he said. He walked slowly to the fifth window. Perhaps he tugged the curtains harder this time, because Jemima heard the pole and the curtains crash to the floor.

With dismal certainty, Jemima knew that the next curtains to be pulled open would be hers. Should she run for it now and at least have the advantage of surprise? Perhaps if she bolted for the door he would blast her and kill her instantly. A quick death would be better than what they had done to Lydia and Dawn.

Then it was too late. Jemima heard the slow, firm tread of his footsteps. Then he stopped. He must be just inches away from her now. She dared not breathe. She felt her heart thumping, and wondered whether it was possible for him to hear her heartbeat. Why did he not simply pull the curtains?

He did. He grinned. He looked at Jemima, and grinned. She was a beauty, with long blonde hair and a slim flat waist and nicely curved hips. Her breasts were small but firm, pressing against her short thin pyjama top which left her waist bare. Her pyjamas were a pale blue-green. The trousers were thin and low cut. Her feet were bare. She was wide eyed, standing pressed against the window behind her, as far away from the berserker as she could. She stood very straight, with her hands crossed over her breasts as if to protect herself from what he was going to do. She was everything he had hoped for when he had first caught sight of her fleeing in the pale light. The Emperor had good taste, and the money to indulge it.

The berserker’s name was Katto. Katto knew that the war could not last much longer. The Imperials were retreating as quickly as the Atkoi could advance. When it was over, the Kzam would reward him with land. Katto had already chosen the world where he would settle. It was called Tungstall.

Tungstall was an Earth type world, with rolling green hills and valleys and rivers. To Katto, who came from the semi desert world of Envermeil, Tungstall seemed so green it scarcely seemed natural. When Katto had first seen Tungstall, he knew what the Valleys of the Righteous must be like; and he could live there now, in this life. Katto had been part of the invasion force which conquered Tungstall. There had been very little resistance. The inhabitants had heard of what had happened on New Wessex. After the war, Katto would claim his land, send for his family, and settle on Tungstall. Many of the lads who had been with Katto said they would settle there too, if they survived the war.

Katto thought he would survive, now. He had survived this far, and soon it would be finished. With the loot he found on Nenuphar, he would return to Tungstall a wealthy man.

But the others would be here, soon. They would all want their turns with this girl. Katto would satisfy himself with the little birdy first, and then go looking for more valuables.

Katto grinned, drinking in Jemima’s beauty. Then he said, “Take your clothes off.”

Jemima stared at him, too frightened to run, or speak, or obey him, or move at all. Like all berserkers he had a red stripe across his face and tunic. He looked horrible, terrible. Two gold candlesticks hung from his belt, leaving his hands free to hold the rifle.

Katto raised the rifle and pointed it directly at Jemima. “You do like I say, else I blast you. Top first, then trousers.”

Jemima belonged to the Emperor. No other man was allowed to see her naked. For that matter no other man was allowed to see her clothed. She tried to say, “Please…” but no sound came from her mouth.

Then something happened which Jemima did not at first understand. There was a flash of light so bright that she could not see. She heard a brief shout or gasp and then screaming. It was a blast of neutrino plasma fire. Why am I still alive? she wondered. Then she realised the screams were her own. She felt a hand over her mouth, and a voice urging her to silence.

When Jemima could see again, she saw the remains of the berserker smouldering on the aramwood floor. The head was still attached to the shoulders and arms. They were on the floor, but separate from the legs and waist. The body parts were black and charred. The berserker’s chest and stomach were gone, burnt entirely away by the blast. Did his own gun explode and kill him? she wondered. The floor was black and scorched too, except for a distorted but clearly man shaped pale shadow where the berserker’s body had protected the floor in the instant of his incineration. Even the curtains each side of Jemima were burnt to ashes.

Then Jemima realised it was Gaspar, one of the junior eunuchs, who was holding her. He had blasted the berserker from one side. Jemima was unharmed, protected by the thick walls of the window recess. He picked up the berserker’s rifle and told her to follow him.

They ran down a corridor, through a side door and into the gardens. Gaspar pointed towards a small copse. “Keep going that way,” he said. “When you get to the wall, follow it, to a small gate. If it’s still locked, blast it with this,” he said, handing her the pistol. He kept the rifle for himself. Jemima would have struggled to carry the heavier weapon.

“That’s the trigger. Just point the thing and pull the trigger. No! Not at me! Point it at the ground if you want to test it. You’re on your own now. I’m going back. There may be other survivors. You’ll have to hide. Hide in the city. Find an empty house. Here, take my jacket. Put it on. You can’t go around town dressed like that.” He paused for a moment. Jemima was shaking. “Jemima, if it looks as if there are going to catch you, kill as many of the bastards as you can, but don’t let them take you alive. If they catch with that pistol, they’ll skewer you.”


POSTSCRIPT

(i)

There were a number of Imperial girls at the pleasure house known as the Maidens of Nenuphar, on Akkadis. These included Abi and Trixi, the sisters from Chimaera Bis who were already proving popular with the gentlemen.

Abi and Trixi were now aged twenty-one and twenty respectively. They had been sold at the Rose Garden and arrived at the Maidens not long after the war began. Both sisters were shy, and utterly appalled to find themselves sold to a brothel. They had found it difficult to cooperate, but Bowser had dealt with the problem quickly and decisively with his rattan. Bowser was more than capable of dealing with any such foolishness.

After that, Abi and Trixi were each punished only for the shortcomings of the other. If Trixi failed to meet her earnings target, Abi was put on the saddle and Trixi merely had to watch. If Abi failed to please a customer to his complete satisfaction, Trixi would find herself on the stage, strapped to the whipping post for half a dozen cuts of Bowser’s whip across her breasts. Abi would be seated in the front row to observe her sister being disciplined. It had proved a very effective system.  

A young man walked into the reception of the Maidens and paused to look at the dozen or so pretty girls sitting behind the low partition. They were all smiling and waving, each hoping to be chosen. They all had earnings targets to meet, and none wanted to be chosen to perform in the next Wednesday Night Entertainment.

Without exception, the girls were attractive and well presented. They were dressed in the short skirts and skimpy tops which displayed their figures so well, and they wore their hair in kittentails.

The young man looked carefully at each of them in turn. He would not make a hasty decision. He was not a wealthy man. He was a student in his final year of study at the University of Akkad, and a visit to the Maidens was, for him, a costly treat to be savoured to the full.

Each girl wore a badge displaying her name and number. Carys looked pretty, he thought. So too did Clara: very pretty. Then he saw two brunettes sitting together, so similar in appearance that he guessed they must be sisters. Their names were Abi and Trixi. He looked carefully at Trixi. She smiled sweetly and pressed her palms together, begging to be chosen.

The young man made up his mind. He turned to Bowser, who was acting as concierge that night. “Twenty-four, please. The one called Trixi,” the young man said.

Trixi squeaked delightedly and ran grinning to the gap in the partition and thanked the young man gratefully for choosing her. Together, they entered the lounge and sat at one of the small tables facing the stage.

(ii)

The young eunuch Gaspar had indeed managed to rescue several girls, including Jemima, from the beleaguered Imperial Seraglio. Gaspar had hidden the girls in a house in the city until the owner of the house was able to transport them to an isolated rural property he owned. They hid there until Nenuphar was liberated, but during that time Jemima and the owner of the house fell in love. The owner smuggled Jemima off planet and they were married and lived together on Petwen.

The man’s name was Simon Ozwald. As a result of the investigation he was charged with theft and rape. Jemima was, after all, still legally the property of the Emperor.

But Baldwin was a reasonable man and he ordered that the charges be dropped. Ozwald had, after all, risked his life to preserve the Emperor’s property. Gaspar’s courage was also rewarded: he eventually became the Chief Eunuch of the Imperial seraglio.


AUTHOR’S NOTE

Friend of Akkadis:

I hope you have enjoyed reading this short episode of the Atkoi Slave Girl series. If you would like to read the whole saga, in more detail, I strongly recommend the Atkoi War Trilogy, (Slave Girl of Akkadis, Slave Girl of Ziandakush and Slave Girl of Nenuphar). The Atkoi Slave Girl series are intended for those who prefer a quick read, omitting much of the plot and detail.  

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

With thanks and sincere best wishes,

Henry Sparrowhawk.

Three Oaks Farm, Yorkshire, July 2014.
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