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PROLOGUE

Athanasia heard a sound behind her, and the men stood. Athi dared not turn her head but she realised that the first witness had arrived. The men bowed. Mikal tapped Athi with the cane. “Kneel straight up,” he said.

She heard the witness’s voice, and realised it was Lord Nardilic, the Lord Provost of Ziandakush, responsible for administering the planet’s civil and criminal judicial system. He exchanged pleasantries with the executioners and went to sit in one of the chairs. Mikal fetched a tray with a small pot of mint tea, and poured a tiny cup for Nardilic.

Athi had seen Nardilic in formal meetings in the Throne Room, and even spoken to him briefly. She was mortified to be seen by him now, displayed naked like this. “Make obeisance,” said Mikal. Athi crawled forward, knelt lower and touched her forehead three times to the floor, at Nardilic’s feet. She raised herself and crawled backwards to her original position. She performed the obeisance a little clumsily. It was difficult to balance with her wrists strapped behind her neck. But Lord Nardilic did not appear to mind.  “Head up!” said Mikal. “Back straight! Elbows back!” Athi did her best to kneel perfectly straight. She was aware that with her elbows pulled back, her breasts were lifted and thrust forward.

She seemed obedient enough, thought Nardilic. He knew that Athanasia had been somewhat self-willed and poorly brought up. Oiku did not know how to teach their women, he knew. She was also extremely attractive. He had known she was beautiful, but he had never before dared to look at her closely. She had been a wife of the Kzam, after all. To see her displayed like this was a pleasure he had never anticipated. Satkisant’s men had obviously prepared her properly. Her hair was arranged in kittentails, as the style was usually known, although the correct term was a ‘slave cut.’

Nardilic looked at her breasts. They were firm and thrust forward proudly. She had been caned; he saw the stripes across her breasts. Perhaps she had struggled or answered back at some point. Satkisant would have dealt with any such nonsense very sharply, he knew.

Nardilic tried not to look at Athi or her breasts for too long. He was conscious of his dignity as the head of the judiciary. He did not wish to be seen obviously enjoying the sight of the pretty, naked brunette displayed before him. Athi dared only once to glance at his features. He looked severe and angry, and she looked away quickly. 

Nardilic had seen the stains of blood on Athi’s thighs. The rumours were true, then. She had been a virgin. Satkisant and his men had been thorough in all respects.

Then the second witness arrived, and Athi’s humiliation was complete. It was the Kzama Radmilla. She had dressed expensively, smartly and beautifully, as if to emphasise Athi’s nakedness.

THE STORY SO FAR

War is looming between the Empire and the Kzamate of All the Atkoi. The Great Kzam Rurik III is frequently absent from his seraglio, or harem, leaving his ruthless, ambitious senior wife Radmilla in authority.

The beautiful Athanasia, the Kzam’s youngest wife, has attempted to poison her husband. She has been arrested, condemned to slavery, and is awaiting her punishment.

And the beautiful, blonde virgin slave girl, Kyra, is nervously anticipating her summons to her master’s bedchamber. But unknown to Kyra or the Kzam, there is another plot on his life. Radmilla wants her husband dead so that her son Ozim can ascend the throne, and she intends Kyra to take the blame for the murder.


1: A FALL FROM GRACE

The Kzama Radmilla had found that her husband’s long absences from his seraglio could be very useful. She used them to consolidate her authority and position. The time had now come to deal decisively and permanently with Zoey.

The foolish upstart Zoey was now a concubine of the third rank. She had become dangerously arrogant. Zoey had discovered that she could influence the Kzam without asking Radmilla’s advice first. The power had gone to her head. She did not even have the sense to realise the danger she was in.

Zoey was certainly beautiful. Radmilla understood entirely why the Kzam had become so enamoured with her. She had lovely dark hair and a very pretty face, smooth pale skin and a slender figure. Her breasts were not particularly large, but they were firm, shapely and thrusting. She was charming, witty and vivacious. She was still only twenty-two. In four years she had risen to the third rank, a rise of unprecedented speed. She had danced for the Kzam on countless occasions. She had walked the ‘Golden Path,’ the corridor leading to her master’s bedchamber, over a hundred times; Radmilla had counted them in the Blue Book. Many of the women of the seraglio speculated that Zoey might one day be appointed to the coveted position of Ankh-il-Wath, the Preferred Concubine of the Seraglio, a position of immense power and influence which was currently vacant. Radmilla could not allow that to happen.

Zoey had made enemies along the way. Several of the highest ranking concubines considered her a threat to their own positions. Worse still, she had attempted to meddle in matters above her station. One of the Kzam’s eight wives, a lady named Helma, had a son serving in the Kzam’s navy. Helma had approached Zoey to ask the concubine to use her influence with the Kzam to have Helma’s son promoted.

Zoey felt as if her heart would burst with pride. A wife of the Kzam had approached her, a mere concubine, a slave girl, as a supplicant! Zoey decided to test the limits of her power and show off her influence. Instead of discretely raising the matter with the Kzama to ask her advice, she chose to ally herself with Helma and approach the Kzam directly with her request.

Unfortunately for Zoey, her request was successful. Helma’s son was given command of his own vessel. It was a small vessel, to be sure, but a vessel, nonetheless.

Naturally Radmilla discovered the truth. Never had the Kzama felt her monopoly on influence so directly challenged. It did not help that Helma was a daughter of the Longuiz clan, traditional rivals of Radmilla’s own clan.

Radmilla decided Zoey’s fate then and there. Her fall from grace would be as meteoric as her rise.

It was easily achieved. Zoey was accused of gross indecency, of trying to seduce one of the other women. There were many women, grateful and loyal to the Kzama, some of whom Radmilla had even saved from the Reliquary, whom she could have asked to act as witnesses. Radmilla chose just two. It was better not to overstate her case.

The Klang Arak heard the evidence while the Kzam was away. It was damning. Narciso was livid. For such a thing to happen in the seraglio brought his competence into question. The girl’s guilt or innocence was, in a sense, irrelevant. If the Kzam even believed such things might be possible, his confidence in Narciso would be diminished.

Narciso would make an example of the girl. The rule relating to lesbian misbehaviour in the Kzam’s seraglio was an ancient one, but a simple one. For the first offence, the guilty woman was flogged and cut. The procedure involved complete circumcision, the removal of the labia and clitoris. For a second offence the miscreant would be destroyed altogether. Rurik placed complete confidence in his Klang Arak to hear such cases, pass judgement and execute sentence. The Kzam did not wish to be bothered with the minutiae of seraglio administration. 

Zoey had fallen to her knees and begged and pleaded for mercy. There had been a terrible mistake, she said. The allegations were not true. She loved her master devotedly and she was certainly not a lesbian. She had beseeched the Klang Arak to take pity on her.

He commanded her to silence and sent her back to her quarters. This was not because of any indecision on his part. Narciso had decided on her punishment the instant he heard the allegations. But it would do no harm to give the other concubines the chance to speculate about Zoey’s fate, and to leave Zoey to anticipate her punishment for a little longer.

Three days later, after breakfast, an apprentice eunuch brought Zoey a message. She was to attend the eunuch Bastinak immediately.

Zoey knew what the message meant. Bastinak was the eunuch responsible for branding new slave girls. If the Kzam wished for one of his girls to wear rings in her nipples or labia, Bastinak would pierce her with his awl. But it was Bastinak’s third responsibility which was pertinent on this occasion. If a girl was to be circumcised, it was Bastinak who performed the operation.

Sick with fear, she followed the apprentice to Bastinak’s quarters.

In the event it was the apprentice, Irtuk, rather than Bastinak himself who performed the circumcision. The boy needed the experience, and Radmilla had suggested that Zoey would be a good subject for him to practise on.

Anaesthetic was not necessary for circumcisions. A girl who was to be cut would be strapped so firmly to the cutting table that very little movement was possible, and she would be gagged to keep her from screaming.  Disinfectant was used, however.

Irtuk used Bastinak’s scissors and tweezers. Bastinak watched him working, with approval. The apprentice was slow, but he was careful and methodical. The girl made a dreadful fuss, Bastinak considered, wriggling and squirming and whimpering through the gag; but Irtuk ignored the distractions and concentrated on his task.

Two days later Zoey was summoned to the Klang Arak’s office. Bastinak had decreed that the girl had recovered sufficiently to receive the second part of her sentence.

It was a large room, but crowded now with the Klang Arak, the Kzama, the Kzam’s other wives (except for Princess Athanasia, who was incarcerated elsewhere in the palace), and several senior concubines, women whom Zoey had taunted with her rise to greatness. At Baltazaro’s command, the novices were all present. They would stand at the back of the room, while their betters sat nearer the front. They were gathered there to witness Zoey’s disgrace. The upstart concubine was to be punished publicly.

Zoey saw no sympathy in the faces of the higher ranking concubines or the Kzama. She dared to glance at the Klang Arak. She saw the fury in his eyes and looked away quickly. Even Helma, the indirect author of Zoey’s fall from grace, showed no sympathy. She guessed the true reason for Zoey’s punishment but she was powerless to intervene. She knew better than to question the Kzama’s decisions. At least her son’s promotion had not been rescinded.

Zoey was wearing a gown of thin silk, fastened with a cord. The Klang Arak ordered her to disrobe. She was beautiful, with a slim, toned body, fine breasts and sweetly curving hips and buttocks. She stood gracefully, straight and still with her chin up, her toes together, her hands at her sides and her shoulders back. She stood very straight, blushing beneath the scrutiny of her former rivals.

Narciso could remember when Zoey first arrived in the seraglio. He had been struck by her beauty even then. It was a waste, he thought; a criminal waste. The girl could have had anything but she had chosen to ruin her own future, either by her perversion or her breathtaking stupidity in challenging the Kzama’s position; it hardly mattered which. Both were inexcusable, and inexcusably stupid.

The Kzam’s wives and higher ranking concubines watched in silence, but several of the novices could not help themselves from gasping in horror. They had never before seen a girl who had been recently cut. The experience would be instructive for them, Radmilla thought. The wound was still red and raw, with a deep red scab. Zoey had been plucked of body hair before the operation and the wound was clearly visible. She had also been recently caned.  Half a dozen raw stripes were clearly visible across her breasts.

Radmilla had been told about the fuss that the girl had made in Bastinak’s rooms. She had been screaming and trying to wriggle the whole time the apprentice had been working on her. That would explain the six stripes of the cane across her breasts. The girl has no strength of character, the Kzama thought. No will power.      

Zoey did not waste time pleading her innocence or begging for mercy. She had already exhausted that route. She could better appease the Klang Arak’s anger by submitting herself obediently to her punishment. Zoey knew that from here she would be escorted directly to the Reliquary, where unwanted concubines were sent to live out the remainder of their lives. She had been warned not to complain or protest her innocence. If she made a fuss, she would find herself accused again, of a similar crime. With her record for unnatural behaviour, no one would believe she was innocent. If she was accused of repeating her crime, she would simply be destroyed.

In the Kzam’s seraglio, that meant that she would be tied or sewn into a sack weighted with rocks and dropped into a well in the grounds of the seraglio. It was a deep well, noted for its bitterly cold water. Zoey resolved to accept her punishment obediently.

When the Kzam returned to the seraglio, he would find Zoey missing. If he enquired about her, Radmilla would show him a letter which Zoey had been ordered to write, confessing to her unnatural behaviour and apologising for it. Radmilla would divert the Kzam’s attention with a newer girl, a novice who was more pliable, more loyal, and just as beautiful, if not more so. Radmilla had the ideal candidate in mind: Kyra. Kyra would be perfect for the Kzama’s plan.

The Klang Arak unfastened Howler from his belt. The whip was made of bull hide, stiff and inflexible. It was a yard long, with a thick handle tapering to a narrow tip.

Zoey stood perfectly still while the Klang Arak announced the sentence. “For polluting our lord and master’s seraglio with unnatural conduct, sixteen strokes.”

Several of the novices gasped again, but only quietly. It was not wise to appear to question those in authority. The usual seraglio flogging consisted of twelve strokes, and even that was rare.

Helma was burning with embarrassment, but said nothing. The Kzama and the Kzam’s other wives and senior concubines also remained silent. Zoey herself tried to say, “Yes, master,” but was so terrified that the words emerged only as a little whimper.

The Klang Arak gestured her towards the frame and Zoey dutifully stepped forward, ascended the step and bent herself over it with her wrists and ankles ready to be strapped into place. An apprentice eunuch, not Irtuk but one of the others, stooped to fasten first her ankles and then her wrists into place. Zoey’s hips were resting on a horizontal beam so that her buttocks and the backs of her thighs were raised, ready to receive Howler’s attentions. Although her hands and feet were held securely, Zoey would still be able to move her head, and some limited movement would be possible for her hips and buttocks. The apprentice stuffed a rag into Zoey’s mouth to muffle her screams. He stood and nodded to the Klang Arak.

The Klang Arak raised Howler and brought it down ferociously across Zoey’s buttocks. She began urgently squealing and clenching and unclenching her buttocks and twisting them alternately left and right.

Zoey continued to squeal and wriggle until well after the Klang Arak had finished the flogging. Radmilla had been right to suppose that the display would be instructive for the novices. Even the Kzam’s senior concubines and his other wives had learned a new respect for the Kzama and her authority.


2: CRIME AND PUNISHMENT

10 Kzams and Judges, you shall suffer neither a maiden nor a faithful wife to be set upon the stake: 11 but the adulteress shall end her days on the skewer. 12 For it is not seemly that wickedness shall go unpunished in the Worlds of the New Covenant. 13 She will face judgement unshriven. 14 She will seek entrance to the Valleys of the Righteous, but she will be turned away. 15 She will knock upon the gates of Jerusalem, but they shall not be opened unto her. 16 She will be cast into the space between the stars: 17 and she will wander until the end of the Ages.

The Third Book of Milos, 12: 10-17

.

It was the evening before the day set for Athanasia’s execution.

“My name is Satkisant,” said the man. His expression was lugubrious. He was wearing a dark grey suit. “I am the High Executioner of Ziandakush.”

A month earlier, Rurik had reached a decision concerning his wife and would-be assassin, Athanasia. It had been transmitted to Ziandakush and conveyed to the Klang Arak. Or perhaps the Kzam had reached his decision six months or a year earlier and merely waited for the right moment to execute it. Either way, Athi had been given a week’s notice of her appointment with Mr Satkisant.

Princess Athanasia Otheris at Otheris (to use her married name, which in practice she did not) stood in the preparation room adjacent to the Chamber of Execution in the grounds of the palace of the Great Kzam, on Ziandakush. She appeared tired, pale and strained, but none of those could disguise her beauty. 

“As you are aware,” Satkisant continued, “Your despatch is scheduled for sunrise. The preparatory procedures are fairly lengthy. As I am sure you are also aware, they are hardly pleasant. They are not intended to be. Nevertheless they are the requirements of the law and therefore represent His Dread Lordship’s express wishes. You must not imagine that anything which is done to you tonight is done out of malice. It is in no sense personal. My advice to you, for your own benefit, is to cooperate to the best of your ability with all instructions that I and my men will give you.” At this point the High Executioner indicated his three subordinates. “This will mitigate your suffering to a limited extent.” His voice hardened as he added, “Nevertheless I must warn you that I will not tolerate any recalcitrance, nor any disrespect to my men. I will not have it. Do you understand me quite clearly?” Satkisant’s mournful expression did not disguise the hardness of his determination.

Athanasia glanced at the men but did not answer. She hoped her silence conveyed her contempt. He looks like an undertaker, Athi thought. I am conversing with my own undertaker. Not many people do that. His three subordinates, though also wearing suits, looked like thugs, except perhaps for the youngest.

The executioner continued. “Your preparation is scheduled to begin at midnight. Since it is a little past midnight now, we will begin at once. There is nothing to be gained by delaying.” Despite her week’s foreknowledge, Athi was shocked by the immediacy of his words.

“There is a small glass of medicinal liquor on the table. I strongly recommend that you drain it. You will not find the taste especially pleasant, but it is drugged. It will mitigate your suffering to some degree. You will of course still be very much aware of what is done to you. You will then remove all of your clothes,” continued the executioner. “Fold them neatly and leave them on that table. You may wrap the towel around yourself. We will wait in the adjoining room, to spare your shame.” He nodded to his men, who began to move towards the door.

“No,” Athi spoke at last. “I will not do that. I am an Imperial Princess and I insist that I am treated as such.” Athi knew that this was her last opportunity to make a stand. She had been warned that the executioners would try to make her grovel and make obeisance like a slave. That, she would never do. Never. “If my father the Emperor knew you ….”  

Athi’s words were cut off as the speed of the executioners took her by surprise. They had been told that she might be difficult. Athanasia found herself suddenly seized, her clothes unceremoniously jerked from her, and a wide collar wrapped around her throat and buckled shut. The collar must have had two smaller straps attached at the back, Athi realised, as first one wrist and then the other was pulled behind her neck and fastened in place. She could no longer struggle to any effect. Around each of her ankles they fastened another strap, to each of which was attached a ring, several inches in diameter, shaped like a capital letter D so that they looked rather like stirrups. The executioners did not explain what these were for, nor was Athanasia in a position to ask. Events for Athi were moving so fast that she gave the stirruplike rings little thought. One of the men pulled her head back and pinched her nose shut, while another poured the tiny glass of fluid into her mouth. He held her mouth and nose closed until Athi had swallowed at least some of the foul tasting fluid. As Athi gasped for breath, another of Satkisant’s men thrust a wad of cloth into her mouth and taped it in place.

Unable to cover herself with her hands, Athi attempted to curl up, facing away from the men. She wished she had simply disrobed when they ordered her to do so. She wished she had never proceeded with her foolish assassination plot at all.

Athi understood her position in Atkoi law, now. It had been explained to her. A wife who murdered her husband was to be reduced to slavery and impaled. There were no exceptions. It was a terrible crime, a rebellion against the natural order ordained by God, a betrayal of the man to whom she owed absolute loyalty. A failed attempt was punished as severely as the murder itself; it was the attempt which was criminal, the motivation, as much as the outcome. Hence Athi had been ordered by a mere functionary to respect and obey his men. They no longer considered her a princess, but a slave.

Satkisant picked up Athi’s scattered clothes. To his eyes, they appeared to be of no better quality or value than ordinary clothes within the reach of ordinary people. He had never seen the sense in spending hundreds of karats on expensive clothing. Nevertheless he knew that people like Princess Athanasia habitually bought items which were expensive simply because of who had made them. Athi’s short jacket and long skirt looked as if they might have been garments of that sort. The blouse, with some sort of colourful beads sewn on it in patterns, and even the underwear, might be worth saving. Traditionally, the executioners were permitted to keep for themselves anything found on the person of the condemned criminal. Satkisant would take the things to a dealer he knew.

Jakob Satkisant did not know much about haute couture, but he was right to imagine that even second-hand, these items would be valuable. Athanasia had dressed expensively in clothes from some of the most exclusive couturiers on Nenuphar. Princesses, Kzamas and senator’s wives wore such outfits if they could afford them. On Akkadis, Mrs Carno had liked to imagine that her clothes were of similar quality. Athi’s costume was intended to make a statement, to proclaim that she was to be treated with respect.

Her strategy had failed. Satkisant put the clothes on the table, and addressed Athanasia again. “You will be made ready in this room, and taken into the neighbouring chamber shortly before sunrise.” He nodded to his men, who stepped forward to begin their assigned tasks. One had scissors. Another carried a pair of bellows and a branding iron.

The youngest of the High Executioner’s men was named Mikal Satkisant. He was the nephew and apprentice of Jakob Satkisant and he was an ambitious young man. His uncle Jakob had no son, and hoped that Mikal would one day succeed him. The position of High Executioner of Ziandakush had been in the Satkisant family for over a hundred years and Jakob could not bear to think of the position passing out of his family. Mikal had been delighted to be offered the apprenticeship. It was an excellent career, offering both status and prospects. He had now helped his Uncle Jakob on several jobs.

Mikal was in fact a little nervous, though he would never have admitted to the fact. The law required that as part of her preparation for the skewer, Athi should be thoroughly and repeatedly debauched, as Uncle Jakob rather formally described it. To an outside observer this might sound like congenial employment, and Mikal’s friends had teased him mercilessly about it while drinking in their favourite public house, The Kzam of Malitbog. They were jealous. Mikal’s chosen profession would allow him to give the Imperial Princess what Mrs Knott at the Maidens of Nenuphar would have vulgarly described as ‘a damned good ruttocking.’

But Mikal himself realised that in many cases a condemned woman was not especially attractive. Far from it: many were doubtless quite repugnant, but as an executioner he would be expected to perform his duties professionally, thoroughly and above all, completely impartially in all cases. Mikal was therefore both relieved and delighted when he saw Athanasia. She was a beauty, and Mikal’s task tonight would be a pleasure and a delight.

Athi was branded and prepared for the skewer, and then the men took their turns with her in order of seniority. Michael was obliged to wait in the adjoining room for several hours for his turn. He was, after all, the apprentice and most junior of the men. His Uncle Jakob, professional as always, showed him no favouritism, although Jakob had advised Mikal to make the most of this aspect of their evening’s work. Relatively few women were impaled on Ziandakush, and few indeed were so presentable as this one. Mikal waited his turn, listening to the occasional yelps and whimpers emanating from the preparation room. It was widely rumoured that the princess was a virgin, having refused to allow her husband to consummate the marriage. It had been a marriage of convenience, a union in name only. Athanasia’s father, the Emperor, had wished to appease his Atkoi enemy and buy time to modernise his armed forces. When Jakob returned from the preparation room he was able to report to his men that the rumours were indeed true.  

When at last it was his turn, Mikal was not disappointed. Athi sank to her knees, clumsily but with alacrity, touching her forehead to the floor at his feet three times before kneeling upright, perfectly straight. It was obviously difficult with her wrists fastened behind her neck, but she performed the obeisance quite adequately. Mikal’s Uncle Jakob had just given Athi some instruction in how to comport herself, and he had emphasised his instructions with a rattan cane applied across her full breasts.

Athi’s dark hair, now crudely trimmed into a slave cut with kittentails, framed her pretty face beautifully. She had a slender figure, long legs and full, round breasts now lifted prettily and thrust forward helplessly by her raised arms.

Seeing her so unexpectedly compliant, Mikal considered for the briefest instant removing her gag and having her serve him on her knees, but he dismissed the idea instantly. She might cry out. Mikal valued his career too much to jeopardise it foolishly. He also respected his Uncle Jakob. The elder Satkisant had said that Mikal was professional, thorough and talented and had the makings of an excellent executioner. Mikal valued his uncle’s esteem.

Instead, Mikal ordered Athi to stand. She struggled to her feet and Mikal reached out slowly and squeezed her breasts firmly. She looked at Mikal, wide eyed, but did not attempt to resist or back away. She winced when he touched the two purple welts which now crossed her breasts, the evidence of the rigour the elder Satkisant’s chastisement.

“Lie down,” said Mikal. “On your back.” Athi obeyed, clumsily but quickly enough. Mikal lay beside her. Athi winced again as he traced the shape of her new brand, still fresh and raw, with his finger. It was the bar and circle, used to mark much of the Kzam’s property. “Spread your ankles apart,” he added. “Further. Much further. Good. Now bend your knees. Lift your ankles up. Higher. Yes, good girl.”

Mikal enjoyed the next part of the evening’s proceedings to the full. Eventually, fully sated, he grinned in satisfaction. When he next saw his friends in the Kzam of Malitbog he would tell them that the Imperial Princess had been a beauty and a delight. He would have told them that anyway, but since it was in fact true, his words would carry added conviction. He would say that she had squealed for more. Even this was partly true. She had indeed whimpered a little, though perhaps not in pleasure.

Athi crawled to his feet to make obeisance again. She was aware of Mikal looking at her breasts, and she made sure her elbows were pulled back. The High Executioner had told her to keep her back straight and her elbows back, and Athi did not want another stroke of the rattan for slovenliness. Mikal reached out to give her breasts a final squeeze before he left the room.

It was still several hours until sunrise. The others would take their second turn, now.


3: TIME’S WINGED CHARIOT

31 Nor shall the prisoner suffer upon the stake during the hours of darkness. 32 But you shall end their torment at the setting of the sun. 33 For the Lord Almighty is merciful, and you must (imitate) Him.

The Third Book of Milos, 12: 31-33

“Stand up,” said Satkisant. Athi struggled to her feet. “Stand straight. Feet together. Head up, elbows back. That’s better.” Athi wondered how long it was until sunrise. Not long now, she guessed. It had seemed to take ages, but eventually the men had tired of her and left her curled up on the plascrete floor of the small room. Her eyes were red from crying. Satkisant wiped her nose with a rag.

“A word of advice to you, Athanasia,” he continued. He did not use her title, but he did not sound impertinent. If anything, there was a hint of kindness in his voice: kindness, but not pity or weakness. “I understand this evening has not been easy for you,” the High Executioner continued, “But the worst is now over.” That final remark was a lie, but a well intentioned one. “It is time now, to go to the other room. Conduct yourself with dignity. There will be two witnesses, and both of them will be personages of some importance. I cannot at his stage tell you how long the procedure will last, but I can assure you that my men and I will not prolong it unnecessarily. Now follow me.”

Athi followed the High Executioner into the larger room. The floor was of cobbled stone, marked with brown stains. It sloped down to a channel which ran along the centre of the room, leading to a drain in the floor. There were no windows, but above their heads was a skylight. To her dismay Athi saw that it was no longer entirely dark outside. The pale light she saw was too bright to be either of Ziandakush’s two small moons. She had been right in her guess. It was not long until sunrise.

“Kneel here,” said Satkisant. She knelt where he indicated. “Upright,” he added, and Athi knelt with her thighs and torso in a straight line, instead of allowing her buttocks to rest on her heels. It was an uncomfortable position to hold. Satkisant checked her bonds. Her hands were still held firmly to her collar, behind her neck. Her gag and her stirrups were still held tightly in place.

“Kneel back,” said Satkisant. Athi gratefully lowered her buttocks to the floor, taking the strain off her thigh muscles. Satkisant and his men were fully dressed again now. They brought two chairs and placed them several feet in front of Athi, facing her. They placed a tiny table between the chairs. Mikal placed a sheet of paper on the table. It was the death certificate, ready for the witnesses to sign.

Then Athi saw the skewer. Satkisant’s deputy was carrying it. He walked over to a point between Athi and the two chairs. There was a small hole in the stone floor. He carefully positioned the rod above the hole and slid it in. It slid perhaps two feet into the hole. The man tested it for steadiness. It fitted tightly.  

The sight of the skewer shocked Athi. For the first time, she saw the implement of her own destruction. It was not especially high. It did not need to be. Now that it was set vertically in its socket, it came up to shoulder height. It was a little thicker than a man’s thumb. It was made of fibresteel, black or dark gray in colour. At the top it came to a sharp point.

Athi saw the youngest man, the one they called Mikal, smear something shiny or greasy over the top foot of its length. ‘Greasing the skewer,’ as it was called, was an act of mercy, she knew. The sides of the skewer were fluted. Athi did not realise this, but the grooves were intended to make it easier to withdraw the skewer from her body after use. Finally, three stout wooden boxes or blocks were arranged on the floor around the base of the skewer. Again, Athi could not imagine their purpose.

The preparations were complete. Satkisant and his men sat on a bench at one side of the room to await the witnesses. Mikal made tea, which he brought them. The men talked quietly while they waited, sometimes laughing at a private joke. None of them addressed Athi. Her brand was burning. She was sore, she was thirsty and she was very afraid. The light from above was growing steadily brighter.

Then Athanasia heard a sound behind her, and the men stood. Athi dared not turn her head but she realised that the first witness had arrived. The men bowed. Mikal tapped Athi with the cane. “Kneel straight up,” he said.

She heard the witness’s voice, and realised it was Lord Nardilic, the Lord Provost of Ziandakush, responsible for administering the planet’s civil and criminal judicial system. He exchanged pleasantries with the executioners and went to sit in one of the chairs. Mikal fetched a tray with a small pot of mint tea, and poured a tiny cup for Nardilic. The executioners’ own tea cups had already been removed. The men stood respectfully at one side of the room.

Athi had seen Nardilic in formal meetings in the Throne Room, and even spoken to him briefly. She was mortified to be seen by him now, like this. “Make obeisance,” said Mikal. Athi crawled forward, knelt lower and touched her forehead three times to the floor, at Nardilic’s feet. She raised herself and crawled backwards to her original position. She performed the obeisance a little clumsily. Unlike novices in the seraglio, she had never benefited from Baltazaro’s tutelage. Besides, it was difficult to balance with her wrists strapped behind her neck. But Lord Nardilic did not appear to mind.  “Head up!” said Mikal. “Back straight! Elbows back!” Athi did her best to kneel perfectly straight. She was aware that with her elbows pulled back, her breasts were lifted and thrust forward.

She seemed obedient enough, thought Nardilic. He knew that Athanasia had been somewhat self-willed and poorly brought up. Oiku did not know how to teach their women, he knew. She was also extremely attractive. He had known she was beautiful, but he had never before dared to look at her closely. She had been a wife of the Kzam, after all. To see her displayed like this was a pleasure he had never anticipated. Satkisant’s men had obviously prepared her properly. Her hair was arranged in kittentails, as the style was usually known, although the correct term was a ‘slave cut.’

Nardilic looked at her breasts. They were firm and thrust forward proudly. She had been caned, he saw. Perhaps she had struggled or answered back at some point. Satkisant would have dealt with any such nonsense very sharply, he knew.

Nardilic tried not to look at Athi or her breasts for too long. He was conscious of his dignity as the head of the judiciary. He did not wish to be seen obviously enjoying the sight of the naked pretty brunette displayed before him. Athi dared only once to glance at his features. He looked severe and angry, and she looked away quickly.  

Nardilic had seen the stains of blood on Athi’s thighs. The rumours were true, then. She had been a virgin. Satkisant and his men had been thorough in all respects. Religious law stated that a woman could only be skewered for adultery. That requirement had been fulfilled by the executioners during their preparation of Athanasia. She had chosen to commit her crime. That led directly to this punishment. Part of the punishment included being debauched by the executioners. In that sense, the condemned woman was, logically, guilty of adultery.

Technically, the executioners were also guilty of adultery.  But they could seek absolution afterwards, at any shrine, if they were religiously inclined. They would have to bathe themselves ritually beforehand, recite the appropriate prayers and give the priest a sum of money in atonement for their sin. The minimum sum was twenty karats, although they could of course donate more if they so chose.

Nardilic himself was not especially religious, but he understood the benefits of religion for society. The Arian faith taught good moral conduct. Deterrence was also necessary. People were naturally corrupt, and the tendency had to be discouraged.

Nevertheless he was not without mercy. He saw that Athi was struggling to hold her position, kneeling upright. “You may kneel back, girl,” he told her. Athi gratefully lowered her weight again.

Nardilic sipped his tea, wishing the other witness would arrive. She was late. Nardilic was an articulate man though, and he chatted politely with the executioners. He had a talent for conversing with anyone, of any social rank, and making them feel at ease. They discussed the progress of the war, rising prices, and rising rents in particular. Mikal was hoping to rent a home of his own soon, and Nardilic offered him some useful advice.

Then the second witness arrived, and Athi’s humiliation was complete. It was the Kzama Radmilla. She had dressed expensively, smartly and beautifully, as if to emphasise Athi’s nakedness. Her clothes were not as expensive as Athi’s had been, but her taste was if anything more refined. She sat down beside Nardilic.

Radmilla was accompanied by Kyra, who carried the Kzama’s purse for her. Kyra was dressed modestly, but not expensively. She wore a long skirt and tunic and headscarf. It was the first time Kyra had left the seraglio since she had arrived there, although the Chamber of Execution was still within the grounds of the palace. Kyra knelt to the right of her mistress and a little behind her, as befitted her rank as an attendant handmaiden.

Athi was told to kneel straight up again. Kyra was shocked to see the Princess like this, prepared for execution. She had seen Athanasia almost every day over the last few months, and got to know her a little. It was not that the Princess was an especially nice person. She seemed surly, haughty and ill-tempered. But Kyra understood that she had been waiting to learn her fate, and obviously allowances had to be made.

Then Kyra saw the skewer, stark and straight, narrow and pointed, with its tip already greased. A cold hand of fear and horror seemed to clasp her heart. She nearly cried out loud, but suppressed the urge. She closed her eyes for a moment and breathed slowly. She was glad she was kneeling. It would make her less likely to faint. She put her hands on her knees to steady herself. She forced herself to look again at the skewer. It was still there, still real and still as horrible as before.

Radmilla spoke to Nardilic. “Oh Odo, I do apologise for keeping you,” said Radmilla. “Something cropped up. One of the girls had a little upset, and I had to sort it out. But how are Emelza and the children? Of course, they’re not really children any more, are they?” Radmilla greeted the executioners too, and sipped her tea. Naturally Kyra was not offered tea.

Athi made obeisance to Radmilla, as she had done to Nardilic.

“You look quite different, with your hair like that,” said the Kzama to Athi. Radmilla turned to Nardilic and remarked, “The slave cut alters a girl’s appearance completely, doesn’t it, Odo?” Nardilic agreed.

The Kzama looked at Athi carefully. The condemned woman was beautiful, Radmilla thought. The Kzama was a good judge of beauty. If the girl had not been so stupid, she might have learned to exercise real influence in the Kzamate, Radmilla thought. And if she had had any sense she would have used some of the poison to kill herself, after her attempt to kill the Kzam failed. At least it would have been a quick death.

After Athanasia’s failed attempt to kill her husband, Radmilla had retrieved the tiny bottle and helped herself to half of the contents. She had transferred it to a different container and left the original bottle for the police to find. Radmilla had plans of her own for the little bottle of perfectari she had secreted away. There was not much of it; only a few drops, but that would be enough for her purposes. It was one of the most effective poisons known to man. If swallowed, or even tasted, it killed instantly. Its molecular structure broke down rapidly in the body, leaving no traces. It had to be administered orally; if applied to the skin, or even to a cut, it was harmless.    

“Are you thirsty?” asked Radmilla.

Athi nodded urgently, desperately. She whimpered emphatically, unable to speak through the gag. She was very thirsty.

But Radmilla merely nodded. “Yes. New slaves often mention that. After they’re branded, they feel thirsty.” Her words were carefully chosen to humiliate Athi further. Radmilla continued, “And I see Mr Satkisant has had to discipline the girl. Was she… difficult, then, Mr Satkisant?”

“A little, my lady,” he replied.

“Yes. She always was rather self-willed, I’m afraid,” Radmilla mused. “Well, it’s past sunrise. We’re due to begin, aren’t we, Odo?”

Nardilic nodded. “Before you begin, Mr Satkisant, a few words, if you please.” He placed four small but thick discs on the tiny table. “The former Princess Athanasia wishes to express her most sincere gratitude for your patience and forbearance last night and this morning, and she apologises profusely for any wilfulness, discourtesy, or hesitation to obey you or your men. She does not seek to excuse any such shortcomings, but assures you that they were entirely unintentional on her part. She is new to servitude, and naturally fearful. She prays that you will understand her situation and accept her sincerest apologies. She further prays you will accept these small gifts, and she beseeches you most earnestly to afford her as swift a despatch as is possible.”

“My men and I thank the lady for her gift, my lord,” replied Satkisant, addressing Nardilic without glancing at Athi or at the small pile of coins.

Mikal did glance at the coins, though. This was better than he had dared hoped. Unless he was mistaken, the large coin must be a two thousand karat piece. That would be for Uncle Jakob. The three smaller coins must be one thousand karat pieces. One of them would be for Mikal. The condemned prisoner often tipped the executioners. If she was a woman and from a poor family, the gratuity was typically twenty karats for each of the executioners. This was sufficient for them to pay their atonement offering at a shrine or temple. It was, in a sense, the prisoner’s fault that the executioners would have to spend that money. They should not be out of pocket merely for doing their duty.

Richer prisoners, or those who had pretensions of high status, gave larger gratuities. They did not wish to lose face. But never had Mikal heard of such a generous gift as this. The new coins now in circulation no longer contained any real cinerium, and there had been substantial inflation, but the gift was still extremely generous. If Mikal’s uncle allowed him to keep the thousand karats, it would be the equivalent of several months’ salary.

Nardilic spoke again. “His Dread Lordship sees no purpose in a lengthy impalement, and therefore instructs you to render the tug of grace immediately.”

Athi was listening carefully. She knew that sometimes an impalement lasted for hours, the stake pressing slowly upwards through the prisoner’s body as he or she twisted and writhed. Eventually gravity would do its work. A light woman might survive longer than a heavy man. If the prisoner was still alive at sunset, the executioners were supposed to pull both legs to force the body down and end the suffering. This was known as the ‘tug of grace’. In Athi’s case, the tug of grace was to be applied straight away.

Radmilla spoke. “Did you hear that, girl? Your lord and master is merciful. We welcomed you into our home as a stranger and you tried to kill our Dread Lord and cause immeasurable suffering to his people. You would have ruined the lives of his children, his wives and his concubines, and millions of his people. Billions! But still he is moved to compassion.”

The Kzama nodded to Nardilic, Nardilic nodded to Satkisant, and Satkisant nodded to his men. Athi saw the nods, and understood.

Satkisant addressed Athi. “Thank the lady and gentleman,” he said. Athi crawled forward and touched her forehead to the floor in front of the Lord Provost and then the Kzama, and then crawled awkwardly backwards.

Satkisant too, was not without mercy. He preferred the tug of grace to be given immediately. It was kinder, and it gave the executioners the opportunity to demonstrate their skill and speed.

As soon as Athi had returned to her position, Satkisant recited a brief prayer commending Athanasia’s soul to the Almighty. The witnesses, executioners and Kyra all uttered their amens. At that instant Mikal slipped an elasticated hood over Athanasia’s head.

The moment had arrived, she knew. She emitted a startled whimper or wail, and wriggled as she felt herself lifted by her arms and thighs and carried forward. She heard the men step onto the wooden blocks to lift her higher. Satkisant positioned her carefully over the skewer and Athi squealed as they lowered her slightly so that the greased tip of the skewer entered her like a phallus. They stepped off the blocks and kicked them away. In that instant, Athi’s full weight pressed down upon the skewer and her whimpers were replaced by a prolonged, urgent shriek.

Athi was pressing the soles of her feet against the stake as though she could get sufficient grip on it to lift herself up. Satkisant saw this, but was not concerned. It was an instinctive gesture which all prisoners condemned to the stake made, no matter how intelligent or courageous they had otherwise seemed. Satkisant did not even bother advising against it. There was no point.

Instantly, two of the men had each placed a foot in Athi’s stirrups and pressed down with all their weight, jumping in unison to force her down the skewer quickly. This was the tug of grace. Satkisant himself, holding Athi’s waist from behind her, lent his own weight to the effort. Athi’s shriek, though intense, was brief.

Radmilla, though accustomed to cruelty, had to suppress her shock to maintain her composure. Kyra leant forward, desperately trying not to be sick. She could not bring herself to look at Athi, but the condemned woman’s shriek seemed to bore into her mind. Nardilic had witnessed executions before and was more prepared for it. Blood trickled down the grooves of the skewer and into the drain.

It was over. From the moment the hood was placed over her head, to the moment Athi had fallen silent, no more than five seconds had elapsed. The witnesses commended the executioners for their efficiency, signed the death certificate and left. Kyra followed close behind Radmilla.

“Well done, lads,” said Satkisant, when the witnesses had gone. “That was good work. She’s done.” He stood behind Athi, checking her neck for a pulse. There was none, but the High Executioner always made doubly certain. He hefted a club, short but heavy, and forcefully clubbed the back of Athi’s limply hanging head. “Get the hose, Mik,” he said. “Let’s get her bagged up.” The High Executioner sounded pleased.

Mikal was pleased, too. He was elated. He went to fetch the hose and a carbonite bag. The more he considered the question, the more convinced he became that Uncle Jacob would let him keep the thousand karats.

There would be free drinks all round at the Kzam of Malitbog that night.


4: OF HUMAN BONDAGE

Plan! Plan before your enemy even knows that a plan is needed. Strike before your enemy has a plan of his own.

The Great Kzam Rurik III (Attributed)

How would it feel to spend the rest of your days regretting what might have been, if only you had acted decisively and in good time? Would the pain, the regret, fade as the years passed? Or would the sense of loss for greatness so nearly achieved but so carelessly lost, remain forever?

The Kzama Radmilla Otheris at Otheris: Diaries

Radmilla was going to have to kill her husband. There really was no alternative. And it would have to be done that night. Timing was everything.

Radmilla knew what had to be done. She had known for a very long time that she would have to act decisively to save her sons’ inheritances and preserve their futures. She had deferred the dreadful moment for as long as possible in the hope that it would prove unnecessary. But now, if she hesitated a moment longer, she and her sons would lose everything.

The Kzam had sidelined Radmilla and her sons. His navy had been organised into three fleets, each progressing independently and steadily into Imperial space. Each fleet was divided into squadrons. More squadrons were held back in reserve and to patrol the Atkoi home worlds. But neither Ozim nor Ozart would have command of any of the fleets, nor any squadron nor even an individual ship. After everything Ozim had done for his father, he had been put aside. Khostrounil would command the central fleet whenever Rurik himself was not present. Khostrounil!

Two other sons of the Kzam by his more junior wives would command the two other fleets. Various other sons by wives and concubines were trusted with squadrons. But for Ozim and Ozart, his sons by the Radmilla, nothing. The humiliation, anger and sense of betrayal forced all thought of caution from her mind. Rurik had promised to make both of her sons planetary governors. Ul-Kzams! The sons of the Great Kzam’s senior wife! The insult was intolerable. The son of a lowly concubine might aspire to greater heights.

Radmilla had considered speaking to Rurik, to plead her sons’ cause and urge reason upon him. She rejected this option. Firstly, she knew that once his mind was made up he would not alter it. The Kzam made decisions quickly once he knew all the facts, and once made, he did not alter them. Secondly, if she raised the subject with him at all, he would be warned. He would know that she was dissatisfied. Strike, before you enemy has a plan. That was what Rurik said. Well, a kzama could be quite as ruthless as a kzam. She would act tonight.

It had to be tonight, or not at all. Just as Aethelstan had retreated with his entire headquarters, Rurik was planning to advance with his. His ultimate plan was to move the capital of the Kzamate much closer to the centre of the old Empire. He had considered and rejected Earth, Nenuphar, Tolon and several other possible choices, and instead selected the obscure world of Abercrombie III, which he had renamed Rurikshaevn. Its population was small, but it could sustain many more. New settlement would be encouraged: Atkoi settlement. New cities would be built. It was not a major industrial centre, but it was within easy reach of several strategic planets and it was situated on the crossroads of several vital trade routes.

There was a mood of hysteria among the girls. Most hoped above all else to be chosen to join their master in his move to his new capital. Where their master went, they naturally wanted to follow. None wanted to live out their days as failed concubines on Ziandakush, but none knew for certain who was going and who would stay; none except Radmilla, in whom the Klang Arak had confided.

The transfer of an entire headquarters, palace and seraglio was of course a major undertaking which had been months in the planning. Everything the Kzam might require had to be shipped to Rurikshaevn. The Kzam had appropriated the former governor’s Residency; it would have to be extended, of course. Rurik himself would be moving in two days time. Most of the Kzam’s personal effects were packed. All of his favourite concubines as well as the Klang Arak and the most proficient eunuchs would travel with him.

But today, Radmilla had discovered one vital fact which would force her to act immediately or not at all. Only five of the Kzam’s wives would travel with him. These were the mothers of those sons he had recently promoted. Radmilla was not to be among them. The Kzama herself would remain on Ziandakush. The palace and the seraglio would be maintained as the Kzam’s official second home. Radmilla would retain her title of Kzama, at least for the present. She would be in charge of a houseful of failed wives and older concubines: a reliquary in all but name. Whether she would ever see the Kzam again, she did not know. Certainly she would be excluded from any kind of power or influence.

The Kzam had sprung his trap. He had planned it and struck before Radmilla had known that the danger existed. And Radmilla had only a day and a half to execute her own plan.

“Oh Kyra, my dear little dove, you mustn’t be frightened.” Radmilla cupped Kyra’s face in the palms of her hands as she spoke. “Kyra, the Kzam will love you. I know his tastes. You are blessed. Let me tell you a little secret, Kyra dear. The Kzam nearly summoned you months ago, after you danced for him, before he went away. The Klang Arak thought you were ready to walk the Golden Path even then. He is very pleased with your progress. Very pleased indeed. There are many beautiful girls in the seraglio, Kyra, but you are the most beautiful, talented, intelligent and charming. No, I mean it. And now I think you are truly ready to please your master. He is going away again, soon. He has not summoned anyone to his chambers. Tonight you will serve him at dinner. If he asks for you, you will walk the Golden Path soon. Very soon indeed.”

The fact that Kyra had known this day would come in no way lessened the shock of the Kzama’s words. She nodded and said, “Yes, ma’am,” or at least she tried to. Her words were barely audible.

By the time the beauticians and the wardrobe mistress had finished with Kyra, her hair and skin shone. Her eyelids were shaded pale green and her cheeks were powdered so subtly that the Kzam would not even realise why she looked so lovely, Radmilla assured her. Kyra’s hair was fair, a dark blonde. Radmilla had chosen against dying it a brighter shade, preferring instead its natural look. It was parted and tied in two kittentails, one each side of her head, and hung down to her breasts. Her toenails and fingernails were varnished a subtle, translucent pale green. Her body hair had been plucked. These and a hundred other preparations had been made.

Radmilla herself had selected Kyra’s dress for the evening. She was to wear a short cropped bolero top, pale green in colour with a pattern of gold thread and a row of tiny gold coins hanging from its lower edge, and a wrap skirt which came to her calves, also pale green, fastened with a gold clasp. Her right thigh was visible when she walked. Around her neck and her right ankle were golden chains, also with gold coins attached. Underneath she wore a white patang, but no bra. Kyra was terrified to be seen by her master so scantily clothed, but the Kzama reassured her. The Kzam would love her, she said. The green and gold set off her hair and eyes beautifully and the skirt enhanced her height and her slim waist and figure. Finally, Kyra was sprayed with perfume, a scent which the Kzam favoured.

At last the Kzama was satisfied. She dismissed Dora, the beautician, and Bella, her assistant. They curtsied and said, “Thank you, ma’am.” Dora squeezed Kyra’s hand and whispered, “Good luck.” Dora and Bella giggled and left, but Kyra hardly felt like smiling.

The Kzama glanced at the clock. “It is time,” she said.

The Kzam dined, giving last minute instructions for the forthcoming move as he ate, and asking questions about the readiness of the palace. The Kzama sat beside him, and the Klang Arak stood. Rurik was apparently satisfied with the arrangements, and turned his full attention to the food.

While Kyra was not serving, she stood at the edge of the room, on the marble tiled floor. The Klang Arak stood on the carpet, as was his prerogative. Kyra would not have dared to stand on the carpet. She stood very straight, with her toes and heels together and her hands crossed behind the small of her back, with her palms flat. She could maintain this position for two hours, if required. Indeed, during her training it had been required.

Once, the Kzama caught her eye and smiled reassuringly. Kyra was grateful. Another time, the Kzama discreetly gestured to Kyra to adjust her hair. One of her long kittentails had fallen behind her back. Kyra flicked it to the front, hoping the Kzam had not noticed. Radmilla smiled again at the novice.

Only when matters of state and his meal had both been dealt with did the Kzam finally turn his attention to Kyra. He looked at her, and Kyra felt cold with fear. “Come here, Kyra,” he said.

He remembers my name, thought Kyra. She curtsied and tried to smile, stepping forward. This was the moment when her future would be decided, Kyra knew. She would have been surprised indeed to realise that the Kzama was as nervous as she was and that the rise and fall of Empires would depend on what happened next.

Rurik scrutinised the slave girl. Then he addressed the Klang Arak. “Is this girl to be sent to Rurikshaevn?”

“No, Dread Lord,” replied Narciso. “Her name was not on the list.”

“Add it to the list,” he said simply. To Kyra, the Kzam added, “I have not forgotten what I told you, Kyra. Matters of state have conspired to keep us apart, but I will see you again. Soon. Now, fetch me another glass of that red wine.” Kyra curtsied and hurried to obey. For a little longer, it seemed, she had been saved.

Radmilla felt her heart thumping. Where did this leave her plans? In shreds, the Kzama realised. The Kzam likes the girl, but not enough to summon her tonight. Send her to Rurikshaevn! That’s no use. It’s disastrous.

The Kzama wondered whether she could persuade her husband to have Kyra walk the Golden Path the following evening. No. He would suspect something if the suggestion came from her. It must seem to be the Kzam’s own idea. And yet this would be Radmilla’s last ever opportunity for decisive action. Her mind swirled with indecision. Radmilla was still trying to resolve her dilemma when Kyra returned with the carafe.

Then Rurik spoke. “On second thoughts,” he said, “have her sent to the Low Chamber. In one hour. Radmilla, would you see to it? I wish to speak to Narciso first.”

“At once, Husband,” the Kzama replied, like a dutiful Atkoi wife.


5: WITHOUT A PADDLE

What I have done, I have done to preserve the Kzamate for posterity. My posterity.

The Kzama Radmilla Otheris at Otheris: Diaries

Kyra was going to walk the Golden Path.

She was in the Maidens’ Chamber, the small preparation room where the Golden Path began. Radmilla had sent for Dora and Bella. She had less than an hour to prepare Kyra. They would be able to do very little in that time, but little needed doing. The Kzama hugged Kyra and congratulated her warmly. The two beauticians were equally excited. Both had briefly been concubines of an earlier Kzam and both understood only too well the importance of their task.

Radmilla ordered Kyra to remove everything. Dora was not entirely satisfied with her make-up. Kyra looked a little pale, and Dora added a hint of blush to her cheeks. She also outlined Kyra’s labia in red. Kyra looked at the effect in a full length mirror, and her blushes then owed nothing to the make-up. The Kzama reassured her: “The Kzam will like it,” she said. “It is our tradition. Even brides have it done, on their wedding night.” Then she added to Dora, “Do the nipples, too.”

Dora selected a tiny bottle and painted a clear liquid onto Kyra’s nipples. It felt very cold, and then it began to tingle. “Now, don’t touch your nipples at all, Kyra dear,” warned the Kzama. “You’ll spoil the effect.” Kyra knew the liquid was to make her nipples stand out. The Atkoi considered prominent nipples to be highly attractive. A bride or a virgin slave girl was often given ice cubes to press against her nipples to make them firm and pointed, shortly before she was led to her husband or master’s bed. The chemical which Dora was using would be a mild irritant which would last a little longer. It would help Kyra to give a good first impression.

The Deputy Klang Arak, the wardrobe mistress, and Kyra’s friend Millie were also present. The wardrobe mistress adjusted Kyra’s costume and gave her a different necklace and anklet to wear. This time, beneath the costume, Kyra was entirely bare. Satisfied at last, the wardrobe mistress glanced at the Kzama for her approval.  The Deputy Klang Arak also scrutinised Kyra and seemed satisfied.

Radmilla nodded to the Deputy Klang Arak, who turned to leave. The wardrobe mistress and beauticians also left. “You’re gorgeous,” Dora told Kyra. “Absolutely gorgeous. You’ll knock him dead, you will.”

Kyra, Radmilla and Millicent were left alone in the Maidens’ Chamber. There were chairs, but Kyra stood looking at the clock, and Radmilla stood too, out of choice. Millie stood out of necessity.  She could not sit in the Kzama’s presence unless invited to do so, which she had not been.

Traditionally, a novice could request two friends to accompany her on the Golden Path, for moral support. At least one of these two companions was usually herself a novice. If the chosen girl for some reason displeased her master so completely that he sent her back to her quarters, he might then choose to have the other novice serve him in her stead. In practice, such an outcome was unknown in Rurik’s seraglio.

Usually when a novice was summoned to walk the Golden Path, there were several days or more in which to prepare her. Within hours of the Kzam’s decision, the entire seraglio would learn of it. The excited girl’s friends would congratulate her, and her enemies – for everyone had enemies in the seraglio – would cast jealous looks at her. Kyra had not had the luxury of knowing in advance that she was to be chosen, but she asked the Kzama herself and Millie to accompany her. Millie was nervous, but delighted to be chosen. To be glimpsed even briefly by the Kzam might benefit her. He might remember her, and send for her on another occasion. Even the Kzama seemed pleased that Kyra had asked her.

At one end of the Maidens’ Chamber was a pair of huge golden doors. It was through these doors that Kyra would pass into the corridor known as the Golden Path. Above the door was a clock, and Kyra seemed unable to drag her eyes away from it.

A minute before the appointed time, the Kzama glanced at the clock. “It is time,” she said. Kyra, with Radmilla and Millie on either side of her, began her short walk along the Golden Path. The Kzama instructed Millie to open the doors wide, and they began.

The Golden Path was not a particularly long corridor, Kyra saw. It measured perhaps sixty feet from the Maidens’ Chamber, to the Low Chamber. The Middle and High Chambers must be a little further on, she guessed. Perhaps one day she would be summoned to the Middle Chamber. She would never, as a slave, see inside the High Chamber.

The corridor was wide. Its walls were decorated with gold leaf and its light fittings were golden. Kyra walked slowly, with Radmilla on one side, reassuring her, and Millie on the other, now suddenly almost as nervous as her friend.

They reached another pair of golden doors. This was her destination, Kyra realised with mounting fear. Her destiny. This was where the Kzam would take her virginity. Without hesitation, the Kzama knocked loudly. There was no reply. What does that mean? Kyra wondered. She felt her heart thumping.

The Kzama opened the doors wide and entered the room. Kyra and Millie followed. For the first time, the two novices saw the sumptuously decorated room.

Radmilla sat on a chair. “We will await your master in silence,” decreed the Kzama. Kyra went to kneel at the foot of the bed, with her buttocks resting on her feet and her back as straight as a rod. Millie knelt beside her in a similar pose.

A concubine did not enter her master’s bed at the side, as a wife entered her husband’s bed. A concubine was a slave. She knelt at the foot of the bed, and when commanded she lifted the cover and crawled beneath it, up to the pillows. When her master dismissed her, she would crawl backwards and lie on the floor at the foot of the bed to sleep, or await his command.

Minutes passed. Kyra waited to reach out and hold her friend’s hand, but she remembered her lessons in etiquette and knew that she was expected to remain perfectly still. The novices had all been trained to remain kneeling for hours, if necessary.

Kyra wondered if the Kzam would hurt her. Those concubines who had already walked the Golden Path sometimes delighted in telling the virgin novices that it would be painful when they were deflowered. But the Kzama had told Kyra that the Kzam was very patient and gentle with new girls in particular. This had encouraged Kyra to some extent.

In reality, both points of view contained at least some truth. In his own way the Kzam did try to be gentle; but he expected to enjoy the use of his seraglio, and he was thorough, and forceful. New girls were always warned to expect some discomfort, and strongly advised to try their best not to cry out.

When it seemed to Kyra that they had been waiting perhaps an hour, she heard a little noise from the door which led to the Kzam’s private apartments. Her heart began thumping in panic. The door opened. Kyra and Millie both touched their foreheads to the floor and remained in that position, perfectly still.

Radmilla stood and curtsied. “Dread Lord,” she intoned, “may I present your maidservant Kyra, prepared for you pleasure?”

“You may. Thank you, Lady Radmilla,” replied the Kzam.

Radmilla hesitated. “Dread Lord, the girl is nervous, but she prays that you will be kind. If she seems reticent, it is not through any lack of love for you, but simply…”

“Yes. She is shy. I understand. You may go now, Lady Radmilla.”

Radmilla seemed about to say something more, but she curtsied and turned to leave. Millie rose, curtsied and hurried after her. The Kzam seemed not to notice her. Kyra heard the doors click shot behind them.

I’m on my own now, thought Kyra, with my master.

“Stand up, Kyra. I want to look at you.” The Kzam spoke not unkindly, but as one who expected obedience. Kyra rose gracefully to her feet. The Kzam loosened the ribbons in her hair and ran his fingers through her tresses. He slid his hands through her hair to the back of her head, and pressed her lips to his. Then he simply looked at her. Kyra looked back, wide eyed.

After a few moments, he unfastened the clasp on her bolero and slid it down. Kyra blushed as the Kzam scrutinised her, gently squeezed one of her breasts, and then kissed her again, on her lips and her neck. He removed the clasp which fastened her skirt, and let the thin fabric drop to the floor. Utterly exposed, Kyra blushed deeper. “Go to the bed,” said the Kzam.

Kyra knelt at the foot of the bed, and then climbed on it, crawling as a slave. Burning with shame, she wondered if her parents would ever learn what had become of her. Or Simon. Simon, forgive me, she thought. Do not think ill of me, Simon. I would have been faithful to you for all my life, but I did not choose my destiny. I am no longer your fiancée. I am not Kyra Welbeck now, only Kyra, an Atkoi slave girl.

She felt the Kzam’s hand slide down, over her waist, her hips, and trace the outline of her brand, the brand that proclaimed to both Kyra and the Kzam that she belonged to him. She felt his hand slide down to her intimate parts. Her eyes were closed. “Oh,” she gasped. Strangely, she felt less ashamed now. It did not feel unpleasant.

He kissed her on the mouth again. Then he kissed her nipple, and gently sucked. “Master,” she whispered. She felt less afraid now. He seemed patient and kind.

Suddenly everything changed. Kyra felt her master’s teeth sink hard into her nipple, so hard that they must surely meet through the soft flesh. She knew that she should not scream. She was his property and if he chose to use her like this it was his prerogative entirely, but she was unable to help a whimper from escaping her lips. His hands, too, were squeezing her uncomfortably and his whole body had arched upwards.

Only gradually did he seem to relax. Kyra gasped again. The pain was less now, but it seemed to return in waves. A tear trickled from her eye as she blinked. The Kzam was lying on top of Kyra, but unmoving. Kyra too, remained still. She must do nothing to spoil her master’s pleasure. She waited. Was he asleep? Was this usual behaviour for the Kzam? Surely there would have been rumours, if it were. For a long time, Kyra remained still, before she quietly whispered, “Master?”

There was no reply. It was not her place to wake her master. A terrifying thought occurred to her. Might he have had a heart attack? But he was in good health. What should she do? Paralysed by indecision, she did nothing for several minutes. She whispered to him again, and again there was no reply. Something was not right. She forgot the pain now. Very carefully she tried to adjust her position beneath him. Then his head rolled to one side and fell to an unnatural angle.

Kyra saw the face of her master and began screaming.

The eunuch Baltazaro was on duty that night. He heard the screams. These were not the squeals or yelps he sometimes heard, of a concubine put to some painful use or discipline, nor was the Kzam usually a deliberately cruel man. These were the prolonged screams of a girl in hysterical terror. Baltazaro rushed from the Maidens’ Chamber to the Low Chamber and ran in. Alone of anyone in the entire seraglio, the eunuch on duty had the authority to enter the Kzam’s chamber when it was occupied. He saw his master’s body, naked on the bed, and the screaming slave, and commanded her to silence.

The habit of obedience was instilled into Kyra and she was able to stifle her screams to a quiet whimper. She was sitting on the bed beside her master, clamping the bed sheet to her mouth with both hands.  

Baltazaro examined the body. His master was dead. He reached for the bell pull. The Klang Arak and the Kzama must be informed.

The Kzama arrived first. Kyra knelt on the floor now, still clutching a crumpled sheet and quietly keening and shaking. Radmilla turned straight to the terrified novice. “How could you?” she demanded. “How could you? He trusted you. We all trusted you.”

By now more of the eunuchs had arrived. Radmilla ordered the room to be searched for anything out of the ordinary. She ordered Kyra to be showered immediately, given a dress, and taken to a cell.

Word of what had happened had escaped. Despite the thick walls Kyra could hear the howls of lamentation as they spread throughout the seraglio. Some concubines were genuinely distraught, screaming and sobbing hysterically. Others were terrified of what would become of them, as concubines of a former Kzam. Would they simply be destroyed, as had been done in earlier centuries? Everyone knew the Kzam had admired the ancient Atkoi traditions. Did that extend to destroying his concubines when he died? Did his will specify their fate, or would his successor decide? And who was his successor? Those women who had never borne the Kzam a son were fearful because they were now of no use or relevance; and those who did have sons were fearful because they and their offspring might perish at the hands of an ambitions rival such as the Kzama or her sons.

The women who were neither grieving nor frightened howled too, and tore out their hair like the others. It was important to be seen to do the right thing. Hysteria feeds on itself, and the lamentation grew. Only the eunuchs and the Kzama were calm.

Baltazaro himself led Kyra back along the golden Path, through the Maidens’ Chamber and into the main corridor, where the hysteria was at its worst. Upon seeing Kyra, the women surged forward, screaming out their loathing for the woman who had murdered their lord and master. Baltazaro’s assistants whipped them aside, forcing a path through the crowd, but Kyra still felt her hair pulled and her face scratched. Suddenly she saw the face of Millie, her friend, but it was contorted with hatred. One of the girls spat at Kyra. All of her former friends now hated Kyra, she realised. Kyra was glad when they reached the corridor which led to the underground cells.

This was the corridor where Athanasia had been incarcerated, where Kyra had brought food and clean clothing and personal effects for the condemned princess. Now the wrought iron gates slammed shut behind Kyra. She was protected now, from the women who hated her so much.


6: AN INSPECTOR CALLS

“And what will historians say of me, when I am dead and buried? If I lose this war, they will say I was a savage, a barbarian without compassion. But if I win I will be called a saviour, a conqueror, a law maker who created order out of chaos.”

The Great Kzam, Rurik III (Attributed)

Chief Inspector Adriaan Voragine of the Kzamate Police Intelligence Branch (Ziandakush Division) knew that something was not right. A great deal was not right at all. His Dread and Sovereign Lord, Rurik, was dead. Voragine had a girl in custody, very pretty and very frightened, with one nipple half bitten off, who insisted that she had killed the Kzam.

Kyra maintained that the bottle of poison had belonged to Princess Athanasia, who had hidden it before she was arrested. Kyra and the Princess had become quite friendly while Athanasia was incarcerated. Kyra had been responsible for taking the Princess her meals. The Princess had told Kyra where the bottle was hidden, in case Kyra ever needed it. After Athanasia was executed, Kyra had retrieved the bottle. The Princess had told her that a tiny dose of the poison would act as a sedative. Kyra had not wanted to kill her master, she explained. She only wanted to make him sleep. She did not want to be his concubine. She had hoped to preserve her virginity, just for a day or two, after which the Kzam would move to the new capital, Rurikshaevn, and Kyra would remain safely on Ziandakush.

Voragine did not believe a word of it, of course. He was highly experienced, with an excellent understanding of people. Most suspects lied to deny responsibility for their crime, or at least to minimise their culpability. This one was innocent, pretending to be guilty. Why? Who was she covering up for? Someone powerful, surely. Who would gain by Rurik’s death? The Imperial authorities? Or someone closer to home?

Voragine had no personal love for the late Kzam. He had been a highly successful police officer ten years before, when Rurik had seized power on Ziandakush and made it his capital. Voragine had been allowed to keep his job. He was a good policeman, but he belonged to the wrong family and clan. He did not have the right connections. Twice he had been passed over for promotion. He no longer bothered applying.

Nevertheless he would investigate this murder thoroughly. It would be dangerous not to. Voragine know that he was dealing with dangerous people, about as dangerous as anyone could be. People would be looking for traitors even where none existed. He would follow procedures to the letter. If he did not, he would lose at least his career (which though blighted was all that he had) and perhaps his life as well.

Voragine had been called to the palace around midnight. He interviewed the Klang Arak, an arrogant little toad who had refused him access to any other witnesses. Voragine had been forced to threaten him with a court order even to make him hand over Kyra. He had also been given a written statement, signed by Kyra, confessing her guilt. It gave the same unconvincing story that Kyra was still insisting on repeating. The eunuch had also given Voragine a tiny bottle which had been found among Kyra’s possessions. Voragine had already had its contents analysed. It did indeed contain perfectari, the poison Athanasia had used. Nevertheless Kyra’s story was full of inconsistencies.

It was now late afternoon on the day after the Kzam’s death. Voragine looked at Kyra across the table in the interview room. They had been joined by Sergeant Amber Yendys. Kyra appeared tired and drawn, close to exhaustion and pale with fear. Her eyes were puffed up from crying and her hair was untidy. None of this could disguise her beauty. She was without question the most beautiful woman Voragine had ever seen.

Kyra had never felt so alone in her life. Everyone thought she was a traitor, guilty of an abomination. The friends she had made in the seraglio all loathed her now. So universal and intense was their hatred that she had scoured her conscience in case she had done something wrong, but she could genuinely think of nothing. She was going to die on this foreign world and her family would never know what had become of her. She was glad they did not know she was here. They would think she had died a quick death, on the Evening Star.

As it was, Kyra knew she would be impaled if the Kzama did not save her. She had to convince the police that the story in her statement was true.

Kyra was confused. At first Radmilla had blamed her for killing the Kzam. It looked so obvious that Kyra was guilty. Who could possibly believe she was innocent?

Then the Kzama had offered her a way out. If she confessed to using the poison because she thought it would make the Kzam sleep, she would be spared. But she had to sign the statement and make the police believe her, otherwise she would be impaled. But what if Radmilla was wrong? What if the police believed her, and she was executed anyway?

Kyra did not want to be impaled. She knew what it involved. She had watched how Athanasia had died. It would be much worse for Kyra. She was a slave. They did not grease the skewer for a slave. Nor would they give her a tug to end it quickly. It might last all day. Kyra was light and slender. For a concubine, that was a very good, but for a condemned woman on the skewer it was terrible. It meant that she would survive longer. Her weight would not be enough to push her down. If she were still alive at sunset, they would club her. The Kzama Radmilla had explained all of this to Kyra.

Radmilla also explained that some victims stayed very still on the skewer, so that it pressed its way upwards only slowly. Others in their torment could not help themselves from writhing about. This made the pain worse, but killed them more quickly. Radmilla asked Kyra which she would do: writhe, or try to keep still?

Kyra was still wondering. Her mind kept returning to the dilemma. She wanted to see her family, her mother especially. More than anything, Kyra wanted to see her mother.

Writhe, or keep still?

Amber squeezed Kyra’s hand and gave her a cup of mint tea. Kyra was grateful for the friendly gesture. “Kyra,” began Voragine. He liked to use the suspect’s name, to appear friendly. “Kyra, this absurd story, this ridiculous fiction, is simply wasting my time.” He gestured at Kyra’s statement. ”I cannot believe you want to be impaled for a crime you did not commit.”

Amber squeezed her hand again. “Kyra, please tell Mr Voragine what really happened. He knows you didn’t really kill the Kzam. He can help you, but you have to tell him everything.”

Kyra looked at Voragine. “I only used a tiny drop of the poison. It was painted on my…skin. I thought it would make master sleep,” she said. It was the same explanation she had given a dozen times before.

“I don’t believe you for a moment, Kyra. I think you are an honest and truthful young woman. That’s why you are such an unconvincing liar. But whatever you’ve been told, you’d better understand this. For killing the Kzam, even by accident, you’ll be impaled. Drugging him would be an assault. For a slave, that means the skewer. Besides which, whoever really killed him will need a scapegoat. Someone’s got to be blamed, and right now that’s going to be you. And if you take the blame, you will have to be silenced. They can’t possibly allow you to live. And when you’re executed, it will have to be the skewer. I’m very sorry, but you have to know. Do you understand me?”

Kyra looked from Voragine to Amber. Amber squeezed her hand encouragingly. Should Kyra tell him what Radmilla had told her to say? Or what really happened? She was tired, tired beyond endurance, and afraid.

Writhe, or keep still?

Kyra subsided into tears.

Over the following two hours, Voragine pieced together the story. At first, Kyra herself found it difficult to believe that the Kzama was guilty. She had grown to trust the woman like a second mother. But Voragine was in no doubt, and when she put the pieces together, Kyra knew too.

It’s a pity about Kyra, Voragine thought. She seems a nice girl. Obviously, she’ll have to be skewered. She knows too much. What a waste.

But what if they decided Voragine knew too much now, too? After the first ten minutes, he sent Amber out of the room. There was no point putting her life at risk too. Voragine himself would have to consider his options. He could pretend to believe Kyra’s original statement and send her back to the palace. He was not an evil man, but neither was he a hero. He could publicly state everything he knew; but he did not know if it would be believed. He was tired. He needed to sleep. He ordered Kyra returned to her cell. He would decide what to do in the morning.

Despite his exhaustion, Voragine could not sleep. When at last he dozed off he was woken again by the buzzing of a videocom. Unwilling to wake up, he tried to force the sound from his mind.

Then he realised it was not his ordinary communicator, but a second, unregistered device which he kept for reasons of his own. Suddenly awake, he switched it to ‘accept.’

“Message for Jimmy. This is Perkin,” said the voice. Voragine did not reply, but his heart sank. His name was not Jimmy. Jimmy and Perkin were code names intended to confuse anyone who might be listening in. “You’ve trodden on someone’s toes. You investigated the murder too well. It’s terminal. I’m sorry.”

“How long I have I got?” asked Voragine.

“A day, perhaps,” came the reply. “They don’t know you’ve been warned. Goodbye. Good luck.”

The call terminated. It was deliberately short, too short to trace. Unlike Michael and Amanda Alba, and Roxana Keswick’s parents, Voragine was a trained and experienced officer in the Intelligence Branch of the police, and had been able to set up an effective early warning system. He had known for years that he might be in danger one day from someone in a position of power, and he had friends who had also felt under threat. Therefore they shared information. If he was right and the Lady Radmilla had killed the Kzam, she was an amateur, but an amateur with very powerful friends. They were also extremely dangerous. They had probably also framed the Imperial Princess, so they would not hesitate to eliminate Voragine, a commoner.

But Voragine had a chance to escape. He had known this might happen, and he had a plan.

Damn the bastards. Damn the bastards! He had worked his whole life to serve Ziandakush and this was his reward. Voragine went to a hiding place and retrieved a heavy pouch of cinerium bars. They were worth more than they used to be, but the passage off planet would be costly. Radmilla and her fellow conspirators had already cost him everything he had. They had stolen his career, his security, his worldly goods and his pension. And what could be he take from the Kzamate? Nothing.

No. There was one thing, one thing of theirs he could take. He could go to the police station first, and fetch Kyra. He had the authority to remove her from the headquarters. Why should she be skewered, if he could save her with no additional risk to himself? She was a beauty, a virgin, and trained to serve a Kzam. He was fleeing the Kzamate anyway. If he could reach Imperial territory or a neutral world, he could sell her for a tidy sum. Whoever bought her would look after her. And Voragine could begin a new life with the proceeds.

It was still several hours until sunrise. Voragine went to the intelligence branch first. He sent a sergeant to fetch Kyra and take her to the interview room. He signed to accept responsibility for her. It was best to follow procedures. Then he led the terrified girl outside. She was wearing a knee length khaki dress with short sleeves, and the cool night air outside helped to refresh her despite her obvious exhaustion.

Voragine used his land car. He had the authority to take a police air car but it would arouse suspicion. Besides, some of the people he was going to see were not particularly fond of the police. On the way he explained that he was helping her escape.

Despite her lack of sleep Kyra instantly understood why they were going and why he was helping her. They went to a little used private spaceport, a hundred miles or so from the city. Voragine had already made a number of calls and made the necessary arrangements. It was almost dawn by the time they arrived at the modest cluster of unlit sheds and the plascrete field which comprised the rudimentary spaceport.

Voragine abandoned the car and Kyra hurried to keep up with him. Then in the pale light before dawn, she saw the outline of a small spacegoing vessel on the pad.

Voragine caught sight of the man they were looking for. The two fugitives were shown aboard. They were the only passengers. Kyra expected a long wait, but the doors were closed and the vessel lifted immediately. It was a small vessel. Kyra thought it looked rather old.

The crew did not know why their passengers were fleeing the Kzamate, nor did they care. Voragine had warned Kyra not to mention the Kzam’s death. At the Kzama Radmilla’s insistence, it was not yet public knowledge. Kyra nodded. She realised the crew were probably involved in some kind of illegal activities, but even they would not dare to help anyone connected with killing the Great Kzam.

No identification was required. Voragine did in fact have two fake identity documents, in the names of Jenkins and Tubod, but he was not required to show them. Naturally Kyra had no papers at all. In the event, the agreed weight in cinerium was the only documentation necessary. It was an expensive trip, Voragine thought, but at least he was not being charged extra to bring Kyra along.

Kyra realised that Voragine knew the ship’s captain. The captain seemed respectful to Voragine. He owed the inspector a favour, and Voragine’s contacts with Intelligence were sometimes useful to him. It was an acquaintance they had both cultivated.

Kyra was glad Voragine was with her. She knew he had a pistol. She had seen the way some of the crew looked at her and she suspected they would have had their own plans for her if Voragine was not there to protect her. The captain was particularly frightening, Kyra thought. He was a thickset man, with a shaven head and a gold ring in one ear.

His name was Andreas Pitogo.

Pitogo’s vessel was known as the Princess of Atkonium. It was a small ship, capable of landing on a planetary surface. It did not require a shuttle. It was much smaller than the Erebus, which he had used for slave trafficking from Chimaera Bis. Pitogo would not have dared bring the Erebus to Ziandakush during wartime. It was too conspicuous. The Princess was much more discreet.

Alone in their tiny cabin, Kyra made obeisance to Voragine. Then she said, “Master, may I ask a question?”

Voragine grinned. “You can ask,” he grinned. “But I’m having the bunk. You can sleep on the floor.” He was in a good mood. He felt relief now that they were off Ziandakush. He would feel better still after they had shifted into metaspace and they could no longer be traced.

“I saw your pistol,” said Kyra. “If the Kzam’s men catch us, what will you do?”

Voragine became serious again. “If the Kzam’s men catch us, we’re both dead, Kyra. I will kill as many of them as I can, first. I will sell my life dearly.”

“And will you… you see, I don’t want them to catch me again. Not alive.”

Voragine nodded. “I understand. I won’t let them catch you. It will be very quick. And only if I think we can’t escape.”

“Thank you, master.”

“Kyra, you seem very courageous. After everything that’s happened, how can you be so brave?”

She thought for a moment. “I suppose it’s because I thought I was going to die. I think the rest of my life will seem like a bonus, something I never expected. It hardly seems real. It’s as if I were on the outside of my own body, watching someone else. It’s an adventure.” She smiled, and then tensed as there was a knock on the door. “Shall I open the door, master?”

Voragine stood within easy reach of his pistol, and nodded to her.

It was Pitogo, the captain. He handed Kyra a bag of clothes. “For you,” Pitogo said. “I saw you had no luggage. Some of these might fit.” Kyra took the bag hesitantly, looking at Voragine. “It’s all right,” said Pitogo, and he grinned. It was an ugly grin. “A lady passenger left them on board. It seemed a pity to throw them away.”


7: HELLO AND GOODBYE

Which brings me to my conclusion upon Free Will and Predestination, namely - let the reader mark it - that they are identical.

Sir Winston Churchill: My Early Life.

The Princess of Atkonium shifted out of metaspace somewhere in the vicinity of Hyrcanus IV to take its bearings, before continuing on towards Imperial space. While in normal space they were able to receive news bulletins from Hyrcanus.

Between lengthy interludes of discordant Atkoi funeral dirges, they picked up snippets of news. The Great Kzam, Rurik III had been assassinated. The finger of suspicion pointed to his son Khostrounil, who was denounced as a patricide and regicide and traitor of the worst kind. No stone would be left unturned in the hunt for the Kzam’s killers. Rurik’s eldest son Ozim had been proclaimed Kzam and anointed by the High Priest. He would travel to Asphodel in the ancient heartland of the Atkoi for his coronation, as soon as more urgent duties had been attended to. In the mean time all of his brothers had been summoned to attend the Great Council. A small group of naval officers and ratings loyal to the traitor had mutinied, and their disloyalty would be punished speedily. A year of official mourning had begun, with most memorial services to be held forty days after the Great Kzam’s death.

Voragine read between the lines. Ozim’s faction clearly controlled Hyrcanus. ‘A small mutiny’ must mean a sizeable mutiny. The mutineers had not yet been punished, which meant that Ozim’s faction were not yet able to impose their authority everywhere. All of Ozim’s brothers and half brothers were expected to prove their loyalty by coming to Ziandakush and putting their heads in the noose. If they turned up, they might or might not face execution. If they stayed away, they would certainly be considered enemies. Voragine did not envy their dilemma; it was too similar to his own.

The Princess of Atkonium continued its voyage, shifting out of metaspace near Acheron, then again at Pittacus, then Aegina and then Sibour, within the old Atkoi Kzamate, and then on towards Ozanan, Richmond, and Trebizond, Imperial planets now occupied by the Atkoi. Pitogo had some profitable scheme of business he intended to pursue within what remained of the Empire, and he had agreed to drop Kyra and Voragine on a world that still had regular links with the rest of the Empire, perhaps Pagerie or St Juvenal, if the Kzamate had not yet captured them.

As the weeks passed, Voragine could not help but become fond of Kyra. She had a ready smile and a quick intelligence. Sometimes in conversation she would reach the end of a sentence and smile and flick her head barely perceptibly to one side. Voragine wondered whether she was aware that she did it and whether she knew the effect it had on a man. Could such gestures be entirely instinctive?  he wondered.

Kyra understood that when they reached one of the prosperous Central Worlds she would be sold to the highest bidder, but Voragine had been correct in his observation that she was facing her future with courage. She asked Voragine once, whether the Imperial authorities might simply return her to the Atkoi as part of a peace deal to appease the new Kzam. Voragine said he thought that was extremely unlikely. But she was not an Imperial citizen, and she could not hope to be freed upon reaching Imperial space, as some of her friends aboard the Evening Star would have been if they were returned to the Empire.

There had been a time when Kyra hoped that she would be rescued and Simon would marry her, but in her heart she realised that Simon was unlikely to want a wife who had been a slave for two years; and worse, the property of an Atkoi, marked with an Atkoi brand. Yet she could not stop herself from hoping. If as seemed most likely she was sold as a slave, her dearest hope was to be bought by a man she could love, a man who would keep her only for himself, forever. She did not want a succession of masters who would each keep her for a few years, tire of her, and then sell her on to successively less discriminating owners, at ever lower prices, until eventually she was little better than a whore, and later perhaps actually a whore. She preferred a swift death to that kind of slavery.  

Kyra knew that as a slave she could never become a wife, but she wanted to be as loving and loyal as a wife should be. She was glad Voragine had not chosen to take her virginity. He seemed a kind man, but she knew he did not want to keep her.

Voragine looked at Kyra as she was sleeping. She was beautiful. There was an unsophisticated innocence about her. She did not consciously use her beauty to influence him. She could have been the Kzam’s favourite concubine, he thought. And she belonged to him, to Voragine. It was tempting.

If they did manage to reach a safe Imperial planet, Voragine would need money to begin a new life. No one was going to employ an Atkoi ex-policeman. Voragine had nothing. Nothing except Kyra. Her sale, as a virgin, would not perhaps make him wealthy, but it would certainly give him the wherewithal to survive. He could start again.

And yet in retrospect Voragine’s life had been a series of wrong decisions, of opportunities missed. He had given the best years of his life to employers who would never promote him and who now wanted him dead. The Atkoi might still board the vessel, and he would lose his life and lose Kyra too. Perhaps he should live each day as it came and simply enjoy the girl while he still had the chance. They could never take that away from him. Life was short. It might be shorter than he imagined.

Suddenly Voragine reached a decision. The girl belonged to him. He wanted her. He deserved her and he would have her. Today. The vessel was due to shift out of metaspace again in less than an hour, at Bajimond.  He would be allowed on to the bridge with Kyra, to watch. Afterwards he would take Kyra back to his cabin and take her virginity. He had waited too long already.

Bajimond was a remote, uninhabited system now within Atkoi held space, only eighteen light years from the front line. It was an ideal position from which to cross the frontier, far from any strategic or inhabited worlds, and not in a direct line between Ziandakush and the Central Worlds. No interstellar state or empire could possibly police every square light year of its borders, and Pitogo knew that in a time of war, the Kzam’s vessels would be deployed more usefully than patrolling somewhere like Bajimond.

If anything, the Atkoi had probably advanced even further into Imperial space by now, but Pitogo would take no chances. The Princess would verify its position and shift back into metaspace at Bajimond, and then continue to St Juvenal, which they believed to be well within Imperial space. But they would take nothing for granted and approach it with extreme caution. Then finally, Kyra and Voragine would be free of the Kzamate: free, and no longer at risk of a horrible death.

Kyra was nervous. Voragine had woken her and told her to come with him to the bridge to see the shift out of metaspace. She sensed something different in his mood, and it made her afraid. She dared not ask what was on his mind, in case that precipitated the very danger she was trying to discover.

Pitogo’s first officer was looking at a screen. It portrayed a three dimensional map of this region of space, shaded in different colours representing political allegiances. The Empire was shaded in purple, the Kzamate in green and various independent planets were marked in red, blue and yellow. Five colours were all that were required for a three dimensional map in which no region bordered any other region shaded in the same colour. For a two dimensional map, four colours were sufficient.

The external shutters were open, so they could look out of the duraglass panels directly at the blackness outside. There were no stars visible. “Any second now…” said the officer. Nothing happened. Just when Kyra began to wonder if the machine had gone wrong, the stars of normal space suddenly appeared.

But something else had also appeared. Pitogo and the first officer looked from one screen to another on what appeared to be a sophisticated monitoring and detection device usually available only to military vessels. For an independent tramp freighter, the Princess of Atkonium was remarkably well equipped. Voragine pretended not to notice the equipment.

Pitogo swore and a number of his crew rushed into action. “Warships”, said Pitogo. “Fifteen of them. They shouldn’t be here. No, sixteen. Dammit, they shouldn’t be here. We’ve dropped into the middle of the whole ruttocking fleet!”

“An Atkoi fleet?” asked Voragine, and instantly wished that his dry throat had not made his voice sound so frightened.

“They’ve seen us,” said the first officer, and Kyra’s blood ran cold.


POSTSCRIPT

At the end of the Atkoi War, Jakob Satkisant and his team retained their positions. Indeed, they were busier than ever, despatching members of the losing side who had been convicted of war crimes. When Jakob retired, his nephew Mikal did indeed become the new High Executioner. Mikal had a long and distinguished career, but he never forgot Athi and he never executed a prettier convict.

AUTHOR’S NOTE

Friend of Akkadis:

The remainder of Kyra’s story is told in Book 3 of the Atkoi War Trilogy: Slave Girl of Nenuphar. It would seem a pity to spoil the ending by relating it here.

I hope you have enjoyed reading this short episode of the Atkoi Slave Girl series.

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 any characters or events you especially liked or disliked – particularly if you would like to read something along similar lines. There is a ‘comment’ button on the book page too.

With thanks and sincere best wishes,

H.S.

July 2014.
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